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Some of the well-known mythical or dubious islands of the
North Atlantic make their entry into cartography very
early indeed, apparently as the contribution or record of
otherwise forgotten voyages, though we cannot say with
certainty precisely when or how; others, long afterward,
were the products of mirage, ocean·surface phenomena, or
mariners’ fancies working under the suggestion of saintly
or demoniacal legends amid the haze and perils of littleknown seas, the precise time of their origin remaining
uncertain. As a rule the latter class were less persistent on
the maps and are geographically rather unimportant.
The Islands of Saint Brendan are lost in a tangled
skein of legend, myth and reality, strewn across the
Atlantic from the shores of Africa to the coast of
Newfoundland. The tale of Saint Brendan and his fellow
monks in their quest for the terra repromissiones, the
Promised Land, has been variously described as a factual
voyage, a visionary fairy tale, a mythical adventure, a
monastic pilgrimage, and a delightful fiction; attributions
of its date and authorship are as diverse as the many
meanings ascribed to the story.
Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis [The Voyage of
Saint Brendan the Abbot] did not appear in a written form
until about 225 years after the death of Saint Brendan (c.
577). The manuscript’s precise date is unknown, for the monastic scribes affixed neither
a date nor their own names, but style and syntax suggest that it was written either at the
very beginning of the ninth century or about the middle of the tenth century.
The Navigatio was very popular: the Latin version survives in 125 manuscripts,
and it was translated into many European languages in medieval times: Anglo-Norman,
German, Occitan, Catalan, Flemish, Italian, French, Swedish, Norse and the dialects of
Tuscany, Bologna, and Venice—this last version being of special interest as the latter
part of the narrative, particularly some of the descriptions of the island, are considerably
longer than in the Latin original. This process of transcription, with numerous variations
both in content and in form, with some versions in verse and others in prose, continued
well into the 15th century. Several important manuscripts are in the Bodleian Library
(Oxford, England): Rawlinson B485 and 505, and Bold. E Musaeo 3, folio of about 1200
AD/CE, from the monastery of Valle Crucis, Wales.
St. Brendan’s islands were believed to be real, and thus are mentioned by
Honorius Augustodunensis in his De imagine mundi 1.35 (12th century) and by Gervase of
Tilbury, Otia Imperialia 2.11, and, as will be shown herein, the islands appear on several
medieval maps, for example the Ebstorf mappamundi (c. 1235), the Hereford mappamundi
(c. 1290), the Angelino Dulcert map of 1339, the Pizzigani map of 1367, and the Battista
Beccario map of 1426. There is considerable debate about whether an early version of the
Navigatio might have been archetype of the Irish immrama genre, and the question is far
from settled.
Even the Navigatio’s place of origin is questionable. It would seem only natural
that it was monks in Ireland who wrote about one of their most revered saints. Yet its
home may have been the Frankish province of Lotharingia (present-day Lorraine and
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Belgium). During the early tenth century, Norman invasions of Ireland and Wales
prompted many monks to leave their homeland and disperse to the continent, where
they established new monasteries.
In his book, Phantom Islands of the Atlantic, Donald Johnson provides a detailed
summary of the voyages of St Brendan. Brendan was not a mythical figure but an
esteemed monk, born in southwest Ireland on the Fenit Peninsula, County Kerry, in the
last decades of the fifth century - perhaps 484. Saint Brendan's complete heritage is listed
in Lives of the Saints, from The Book of Leinster.
The Navigatio is a carefully structured tale in which a dramatic and beguiling
narrative swiftly unfolds. As a matter of philological study it attracted scholars from
many countries who attempted to dissect it. As a matter of controversy it has emerged
periodically to occupy the thoughts of scholars all over the world. It has been attacked
on probable and improbable grounds, ranging from expression of disbelief that it is even
Irish in origin, based in part on the fact that the most widely known version, Navigatio
Sancti Brendani, is in Latin and presumably, therefore, continental [European] in origin.
Since the overwhelming quantity of versions of this manuscript, each differing from the
other in many respects, precludes one absolute version, I will not attempt to reproduce
the entire legend here. Rather, I will rely on the dissection of the legend into three
separate voyages, as performed by Dr. George Little in his book Brendan the Navigator
(1946). Through the hundreds of years since its first appearance in written form, the
Navigatio has been embellished by countless transcribers apparently unable to refrain
from “enhancing” the tales with touches of their own and ultimately weaving the three
separate voyages into one fantastic chronicle. As the hagiographical writers became
attracted to it, the wondrous, incredible additions to the story gradually buried the
original beneath tons of fanciful debris. Dr. Little has painstakingly weeded out the facts
in the story and determined that Brendan had made not one, but three distinctly
separate voyages.
The first voyage of Brendan the Bold began in A.D. 545, and lasted for seven long
and exhausting years. Embarking from Kerry in a curragh constructed by the monks of
Brendan’s band, the Saint put bravely into the sea, knowing not where he was going, but
trusting that Divine Providence would lead him to the Fortunate Isle. According to the
15th century Book of Lismore, compiled from earlier versions of St. Brendan voyages, he
sailed not with one coracle or curragh, but with three, with 30 men in each. In another
account, the original 14 monks (a sacred number) were joined by three others, thereby
putting a curse on the voyage. The first journey lasted seven years, but within this
period, time is condensed, stretched or suspended. The direction of Saint Brendan’s
travels is extraordinary, not determined by him but preordained by God, and
communicated by holy men, or angels. God miraculously provides food and water.
More than a month later, half of which was spent in drifting, the now-starved monks
made their first landing at St. Kilda Island in the Hebrides. Then they left the bleak,
uninhabited isle and went next to an island densely populated with sheep. In the
Faeroes, it was possibly the Island of Storms.
Next the monks found themselves in the improbable situation of observing
Eastertide on the back of a whale. Mistaking it for an islet, they landed (all save
Brendan) and named it Jasconius, and celebrated Mass. Then they lighted the brazier to
assist in preparing the Paschal Feast. The whale, tolerant of the tramping feet of men
upon his back, demonstrated his objection to the brazier's heat by sounding. In a
medieval version recorded by Thomas Wright, the incident is thus recounted: "And
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when the fyre was right hote, and the meet nygh sodden, then this yslond began to
move; whereov the monks were afeered, and fledded anone to the shippe, and ledt the
fyre and meet behind them, and mervayled sore of the moving."
Brendan and his fourteen monks now drifted for a time, eventually sighting the
Island of Noss, in the Shetlands. Here they landed; staying eight days, until the feast of
Pentecost. This was the Island of the Birds, which figures in every version of the story and
which apparently contained some remarkable creatures.
The monks then sailed for three months, eventually reaching Mainland Isle of the
Shetlands. Here they encountered an aged monk, Albiu, who prepared a feast for them.
Leaving the old monk and his monastic community, they then drifted aimlessly about
the North Atlantic, again falling victim to dwindling rations. After a long period they
came to another island where all became ill. No fatalities resulted, although the period of
recuperation was lengthy. They were then able to re-provision and sail once again. Now
they sailed back to the Shetlands, first to Mainland, then to Noss. Next they visited a
rocky crag in the bleak North Atlantic, possibly Rockall, an unfriendly uninhabited
stone sitting alone and uninviting, its peak covered with sea birds, its steep sides
forbidding any landing. From there they went to Iceland where one of their number left
the ship against orders and perished in the onrush of a lava stream. Hastily leaving the
hostile island, they sailed south and found a skerry inhabited by Judas Iscariot, briefly
enjoying a respite from Hell. They interceded with the devils of Hell for him, gaining
him additional time from Hades. (He was, it seemed, let out for short periods by Satan,
always being returned to his damnation by fiends sent to fetch him.)
Having done their best for Judas, they eventually sailed to an island where
dwelled the hermit Paul, a resident of the island for sixty years. Paul convinced Brendan
that he should return to Ireland and the Saint forthwith sailed for the Emerald Isle, thus
concluding his first voyage, thought to have been of seven years’ duration.
On returning from the first of his wanderings, Brendan was restless because his
seven-year quest had not taken him to the Fortunate Isle, or Hy Brasil, as it is noted on
many medieval maps. Dr. Little’s superb research provides an excellent description of a
ship of the type probably constructed by the Saint. Unlike the initial boat built by
Brendan for his first voyage, the curragh, this ship was built of oak and was presumably
clinker style. Half-decked, carrying a single pine mast with a sail made of strips of wool
stitched together in the manner of viking sails, it was of sufficient size to carry a crew of
sixty. The ship was built and launched, according to the tradition, in Westport, in
County Mayo. From there it was sailed to Aran Mor, to remain a month before the actual
departure for the Fortunate Isle.
Like the first voyage they again turned north from Ireland, but soon shifted
course to the west. After forty days of sailing they entered into an ocean region of gloom
and fog; a dark, forbidding place. Then, the air clearing, they encountered an iceberg,
the sight of which held them fascinated for three days. Never had they observed such
simple beauty as that resplendent within the huge ice cake: “color of silver, harder than
marble, of substance of the clearest crystal.” The meeting with the iceberg is employed
as the first clue concerning Brendan’s whereabouts in the North Atlantic by Dr. Little.
He points out that they were somewhere off the coast of Newfoundland, in the Grand
Banks region. Brendan put out from Aran Mor on March 22, in the year 551. He had
sailed forty days when he came upon the berg which means that it was sighted early in
May, just right for the first of the ice vanguard about to fill the waters off Newfoundland
throughout the spring. Dr. Little also points out that the berg was arched, in itself a sign
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of the first stage of collapse and indicative that the ice mass was in waters warmer than
the Arctic waters where it had been spawned.
When the monk’s ship was at last turned away from the iceberg, the course was
still to the west, for they made landfall shortly thereafter. Drawing close to the shore to
inspect the strange new land they had chanced upon, they were given to wonder at the
beasts which were possessed of “catlike heads, eyes of the color of a bronze cauldron,
fuzzy pelts, boars' tusks, and heavy, spotted bellies.” Strange monsters, indeed, until Dr.
Little identifies them as walrus, common to eastern North America as far south as Nova
Scotia until the end of the 17th century. In sum, Little states, the clues given thus far, a
“dark zone,” or the foggy seas off the Grand Banks, the number of days’ sail from
Ireland, the notation of a course to the west, the iceberg and the presence of walrus all
serve to bring Brendan to an American landfall at Newfoundland. Brendan decided
against landing, choosing instead to continue "coasting" along the shore to the
southwest.
Charles Boland in his book They all discovered America (1961) believes that
Brendan’s next landfall was in the Bermudas, with his first anchorage there in the harbor
of what is now St. George, on St. George’s Island (Dr. Little believes that his next stop
was the Bahamas). A landing there was not prudent; hordes of black, naked pygmies
massed on the shore and threatened them with their weapons. Despite this disturbing
presence, the ship remained at anchor for seven days in St. George’s, presumably with a
heavy, wide-awake guard through each tropic night.
Setting a course west (or southwest) they quickly sighted Bermuda Island itself,
and put in to investigate the waters of Great Sound. It is reasonable to assume that they
found the best harbor, that of the present town of Hamilton, and dropped anchor there.
No sooner had they performed this act than they were startled to see an aged monk,
who had emerged from a small oratory on the island. Ragged of dress and bent of back,
he greeted them and bade them welcome. He told Brendan that he had dwelled upon
the island “almost beyond the memory of man.” Originally, he had come there in
company with twelve others, but illness and time itself had taken them until he alone
remained. The old one, for some reason, was unduly anxious that they tarry not, but
leave the island quickly. Brendan, as Little notes, agreed to leave, though with some
puzzlement. It was hard to fathom why this old anchorite would be so anxious to rid the
island of them so soon after their arrival. Preparing to depart, their ship was threatened
by a ‘monster’ that rose from the deep and menacingly circled the craft. Dr. Little
identifies the monster as a basking shark. While the crew eyed this formidable beast
with apprehension, another “monster”, a manta ray, rose from the deep to give battle to
the shark. Finally after a furious combat, the two, locked in mortal struggle, sank from
sight and once again the waters were still. Preparations were again resumed to take
departure, but Brendan, watching the old monk on shore, perceived that he seemed
weakened and unsteady. Hurriedly landing, Brendan quickly administered last rites to
the dying monk and stayed until death was a fact. Now Brendan perceived, Dr. Little
opines, that the old monk had hastened them away in order that they would not witness
his last moments and so cast a pall on their joyful quest. The monk was buried and all
returned to the ship, now to depart again on a westerly course.
For eight days they sailed on “summer seas,” with spiced breezes hinting at
fragrant lands to come. The eight days consumed here would be the time needed to sail
from Bermuda to Florida, their next apparent landfall. Dr. Little has them sailing eight
days from the Bahamas to the neighborhood of Miami, a geographical premise not easily
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accepted. Charles Boland thinks they sailed from Bermuda, west and south, for eight
days, and arrived at or near the present-day city of St. Augustine. On arrival at St.
Augustine, they found a “land odorous, flower-smooth, and blessed. A land many
melodied, musical, shouting for joy, unmournful.” They anchored their ship and made
haste to go ashore in this magnificent new land, this Paradise. It could only be the
Fortunate Isle. Now they experienced a repetition of the Bermuda incident. Another old
monk appeared, and bade them welcome. He told them that his name was Festivus, and
he had been in here thirty years, apparently with many other monks of Erin. Brendan
may have been surprised at encountering Festivus here in Florida, as Dr. Little suspects.
But Brendan had, after all, met with monks in other strange places during the course of
his first voyage and any shock he may have felt at meeting others of his kind must long
since have been dissipated after his unhappy meeting with the old monk of Bermuda.
We know not how long the newly arrived monks rested and recounted news of
Ireland to the residents, but it is evident that Brendan wished to explore the new land as
soon as possible. At the earliest convenience, then, an expedition was prepared. Once
again we are faced with a paucity of detail in description of the area covered by Brendan
except that the presence of a river too wide to cross is recorded. The length of the
exploratory party’s travel is given as forty days. They camped on the bank of the wide
river, where they were joined by a young man. The legend is not clear on whether it was
an Indian or a younger monk from the Irish settlement. The young man wrought a
profound influence upon Brendan, however, for after conversing with him (for how
long we do not know) the Saint decided to return to Ireland.
The party then returned to the eastern coast and the settlement at present-day St.
Augustine and made ready to depart. Presumably Brendan returned to Erin by the
simple device of reversing his course. It is to be suspected that he had kept a strict log of
the voyage west, to aid in returning.
The third voyage, his last, took place when Brendan was well advanced in years.
It was undertaken because he had killed a man, and became a penance for him.
According to Dr. Little, it is the most difficult of the three voyages to trace accurately.
His mode of travel is not revealed, but it is evident that his last odyssey consumed ten
years of his life and took him all through the British Isles and into the far corners of the
Mediterranean; it is known that he visited Palestine, Egypt, and Greece. Beyond the
elapsed time of the voyage and knowledge of some of the places he touched upon, little
can be told.
Saint Brendan’s Isle, also spelled St Brandan’s Isle, is a phantom or mythical island,
supposedly situated in the North Atlantic somewhere west of Northern Africa,
according to some historians. It is named after Saint Brendan of Clonfert. He and his
followers are said to have discovered it while travelling across the ocean and
evangelizing its islands seeking the Fortunate Isle, or the Blessed Isles, or the Isles of
Paradise, Hy-Brasil, call them what you will, he was performing according to medieval
monastic custom. It is denominated La isla de San Borondón and isla de Samborombón in
Spanish.
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A map of the possible routes taken by Saint Brendan on his three voyages
Brendan the Bold, Brenaind Moccu Alti, St. Brendan of Ciarraige Luachra,
Brendan the Navigator, Brandan, Brenainn, or the Monk of Clonfert, was born in
Ireland, as already noted, in County Kerry, in A.D. 484. Kerry is sea country in Ireland.
St. Brendan was impelled to undertake his wanderings across the sea because he had
heard a strange tale of a Delicious Isle that had been visited by one Fionn-Barr, a kinsman
of Brendan. It appears that Fionn-Barr had, at some vague time in the past, sailed in a
curragh to find a monk named Mernoc, an insubordinate fellow who had taken leave of
the monastery where he had lived with Fionn-Barr and other monks. Fionn-Barr
eventually found Mernoc on the above noted Delicious Isle, and, after spending some
time in his company, was prevailed upon by Mernoc to sail to a place he called the Island
of the Saints.
Sailing in a well-stocked curragh, the two ultimately came to a fabulous country-a
land of sun and spice and fragrance. Unfortunately, a sign was given them that
precluded their staying in this wonderful land. They returned to Ireland. Impressed
with the story, Brendan determined to seek the beautiful country Visited by FionnBarr.
And so he and his monks set about the building of a curragh strong enough to take them
across the wild sea.
In his Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, the monk Barino mentioned having
visited this same “Paradise” in the Atlantic, it being a thickly wooded, mountainous
island where the sun never set and it was always day, where the flora were abundant,
the trees bore rich fruit, the rivers ran with fresh water, and the birds sang sweetly in the
trees.
It has been intimated that the narratives of St. Brendan’s navigation may have
originated in misunderstood tales of his early sea wanderings around the coasts of
Ireland seeking for a monastery site. St. Brendan was successful in this at least, being
best known (excepting as a discoverer) for the great religious establishment at Clonfert,
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not the first which he founded in the sixth century but the most widely known and the
greatest.
Another explanation casts doubts upon his real existence and supposes the story
of the discoveries to have arisen by confusion of language with the well-known pagan
“Voyage of Bran,” perhaps the earliest of the ancient Irish Imrama, or sea sagas.
It has also been said that the origin of the Brendan narratives may be found in “a
ninth-century sermon elaborated up to its present form by the eleventh century.” This
ninth-century manuscript is said to be in the Vatican library.
So successful was the author of the Navigatio in integrating a feeling of realism
with a fantastic tale that more than one historian has been tempted to ascribe a known
geographic location for each of the islands he describes. The Island of Smiths and the Fiery
Mountain described in the Navigatio can be recognized as Mount Hekla and the frequent
volcanic activity ringing the shores of Iceland, and the Island of Sheep is the Faroe Islands.
Other identifications are more difficult, and historians attempting to provide a
correlative for every island visited by Saint Brendan have had to make his voyage range
widely over the Atlantic - all the way from Jan Mayen Island in the Arctic (the Fiery
Mountain) to the Bahamas (the Island of the Three Choirs) and to Jamaica (the Island of
Grapes).
The correlation of these islands also means an acceptance that the voyage
actually was made by Saint Brendan, that it was not fiction pieced together from diverse
sources. Tim Severin, author, historian and sailor, took a very practical approach to the
problem of authenticating Saint Brendan's voyage. He built a curragh, a boat consisting
of a hide-covered shell on a wicker frame, as much like Brendan’s as physically possible,
to see if it could be sailed to North America. In 1976, he and his crew sailed westward
from the same point in Ireland as did Brendan and his monks. They followed the
traditional “stepping-stone” route used by Irish travelers from the sixth century onward
- Ireland to the Hebrides, thence to the Faroe Islands, Iceland, Greenland, and finally
Newfoundland - to recreate the saga. On June 26,1977, they landed in Newfoundland.
This remarkable achievement ended all controversy over whether such a voyage was
possible. Using the prevailing wind and current patterns of northern latitudes, Severin
found a “logical progression” of landfalls, one conceivably the same as Saint Brendan’s;
the islands he visited and the events he encountered closely paralleled those of the
ancient legend. Unfortunately, proof that it could be done is not the same as proof that it
was done. Tim Severin’s expedition does not rule out the possibility that the Navigatio
was constructed from the voyages of a number of Irish monks, amalgamated for the
sake of unity into a single epic. Even if all the islands in the Navigatio could be identified,
it would still not be a simple task to trace the path of Saint Brendan’s voyage.
Frequently, two or more widely separated islands can be found to match an island
described in the Navigatio. Moreover, did Saint Brendan take a northerly route, or one to
the south? According to Johnson, this question can be convincingly answered either
way.
The information given in the Navigatio is simply too vague or contradictory to
match the various islands visited by Saint Brendan with a physical counterpart in the
Atlantic. Equally fruitless is to look to the voyage of Saint Brendan as “proof” that the
Irish reached America some time in the Middle Ages before the Vikings. That this
problem should exist at all is due to a confusion between the form of the story and its
content. By viewing the voyage as a structural device for the tale, rather than as an
actual expedition undertaken by Saint Brendan, one comes much closer to
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understanding its meaning. The form of narrative in which gods or heroes travel over
the sea in their quest for the Happy Otherworld has served well since the time of the
ancient Greeks and Romans. It is also found in the voyage-stories and poems of the Irish
immrama. Here, in the Christian tale of Saint Brendan and his fellow monks, it illustrates
moral and spiritual truth.
According to Babcock about six centuries lie between St. Brendan's experiences
and the earliest writing purporting to relate them and generally accepted as to date.
Doubtful manuscripts and miscellaneous allusions also often doubtful may lessen the
gap; but at best we have several centuries bridged by tradition only, and that rather
inferred than known. It seems likely that he really visited and enjoyed some remote
islands not very often reached from the mainland, such as could in any age have been
discovered among the eastern Atlantic archipelagoes. In doing so he might well have
met with surprising adventures, readily distorted and magnified; and the first tales of
them would be basis enough for the florid fancy of Celtic and medieval romancers,
growing in extravagance with passing generations.

Cartographic Representation of the Isle of St Brendan
That St. Brendan found some island or islands was certainly believed, for his name is on
many maps over a 300-year period. But as to the particular islands there by identified we
find that conjecture had a wide range, varying in different periods and even with
individual bias. To determine the geographic location of the Islands of Saint Brendan,
cartographers of the Middle Ages and Renaissance seized upon the many references to
classical mythology found in the Navigatio rather than upon its Christian iconography.
Cartographers of the Middle Ages had to decide where they should place on their maps
these gardens of paradise lying at the aqueous bounds of the world. They inherited a
vague tradition, maintained throughout the centuries, of the existence of real islands in
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the Atlantic off the coast of Africa. But the information about Atlantic islands was often
confused and interwoven with legends.
By the first century BC, three island groups in the Atlantic, west of Africa were
already distinguished: Insulae Fortunatae Insulae Hesperidum, and the Purpurariae. Strabo
(65 BC) spoke of “the golden apples of the Hesperides, the Islands of the Blessed ...
opposite Gades [Cadiz]”.
The legend of the Irish abbot St. Brendan, who, after a seven years’ peregrination
over a sea of darkness, penetrated to an Island of Saints, a terra repromissionis sanctorum,
was very popular during the Middle Ages. A German version of the legend, Sant
Brandon’s buch, was printed by A. Sorg at Augsburg in 1476, and St. Brendan’s Island
retained a place upon the maps, notwithstanding Vincent of Beauais’ disbelief in the
legend, until the days of Abraham Ortelius (1570) and Gerard Mercator; and as late as
1721 the Governor of the Canaries sent out a vessel to search for this imaginary island.
St. Brendan’s Island is generally associated with the Canaries, as on the Hereford
map of 1280 (#226), but Dulcert’s Insulla Scti Brandani sive puellarum (1339) lies further
north, while Pizzigani’s San Brandany y ysole Pouzele lie far to the west (1367). The
earliest map on which the Island of St Brendan appears is the Ebstorf mappamundi of 1235
(#224) obstensively created by Gervase of Tilbury, an English teacher of law and provost
in Ebsorf, Germany. Among the sources Gervase used in his compendium on cosmology
and geography, Otia Imperialia, was De Imagine Mundi by Honorius of Atun, one of the
important geographic encyclopedias of the period (about 1l00). In De Imagine Mundi
Honorius discusses the Isle of the Gorgons, the Hesperides, and the Island of Perdita [Lost
Island]. According to legend, he says, the Island of Perdita is known to exist, but can be
found only by chance encounter and not by deliberate search; hence its name. This
paradise “exceeded all the surrounding countries in the delightfulness and fertility of all
things to be found therein.” Since the Fortunate Islands - the Canaries - were noted for all
these qualities, it seemed only natural that they must have been the islands encountered
by Saint Brendan in his navigations. Thus a geography of legend was linked with a
geography of reality, and a site was created for the Islands of Saint Brendan.
Gervase’s uniting of the Perdita/Hesperides/Fortunate Islands with the Islands of
Saint Brendan was no mere caprice of a single cartographer; the same thing is found on
another, slightly later map. The Hereford mappamundi (1290, #226), found in the Hereford
Cathedral in England, shares many characteristics of the Ebstorf mappamundi; of the
Roman T-O type, it is filled with a multitude of scenes and captions and used as an
altarpiece. Like its counter-part, it shows an island in the location of the Canary Islands,
the whole archipelago is described as with the inscription: Fortunatae Insulae sex sunt
Insulae Set Brandani [The Isles of the Blessed and the Island of St Brendan]. It is located
on the site of the Canary island group, and the elliptical island Junonia is just below. The
showing is uncertain and conventional; still there can be no doubt that the Canaries as a
whole were intended. Concerning them Idrisi (#219) had observed about 1154 that: The
Fortunate Islands are two in number and are in the Sea of Darkness. Perhaps he had Lanzarote
and Fuerteventura, the most accessible pair, especially in mind. The surviving derivatives
of the last eighth-century Beatus map (#207) also bear the inscription Insulae Fortunate
where the Canary Islands should be, but they assert nothing of St. Brendan. Doubtless,
dimly known, they had been reputed Isles of the Blest from prehistoric times. If St.
Brendan found them, he found them already the Fortunate Isles.
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A tradition long survived — perhaps survives still — in the Canary archipelago
supporting this identification by the Hereford mappamundi. Thus Father Espinosa, who
long dwelt in Teneriffe and wrote his book there between 1580 and 1590, avers that St.
Brendan and his companions spent several years in that archipelago and quotes a still
earlier “calendar,” date not given, as authority for their mighty works done there “in the
time of the Emperor Justinian.” Even as late as the 18th century an expedition sailed from
among them for an island believed to be outside of those already known and to be the
one discovered by St. Brendan.
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Off the west coast of Africa on the Ebstorf mappamundi (#224) the cartographer has placed an
empty rectangle to mark the position of the insula perdita [lost island] where the seafaring St.
Brandan discovered what he called Paradise.
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Detail: Fortunate Insulae sex sunt Insulae Sct Brandani on the Hereford mappamundi
It is about on the site of the Canary group, and the elliptical island Junonia is just below.
The showing is uncertain and conventional; also the number six misses the mark by one;
still there can be no doubt that the Canaries as a whole were intended. Concerning them
the geographer/cartographer al-Idrisi (see #219) had observed, about 1154: “The
Fortunate Islands are two in number and are in the Sea of Darkness.” Perhaps he had
Lanzarote and Fuerteventura, the most accessible pair, especially in mind. The surviving
derivatives of the last eighth-century Beatus map (see #207) also bear the inscription
"Insulae Fortunate" where the Canary Islands should be, but they assert nothing of "St.
Brandan." Doubtless, dimly known, they had been reputed Isles of the Blest from
prehistoric times. If St. Brendan found them, he found them already the "Fortunate
Isles."
A tradition long survived, perhaps survives still, in the Canary archipelago
supporting this identification by the Hereford map. Thus Father Alonso de Espinosa, who
long dwelt in Teneriffe and wrote his book The Guanches of Tenerife: The Holy Image of Our
Lady of Candelaria and the Spanish Conquest and Settlement, there between 1580 and 1590,
avers that St. Brendan and his companions spent several years in that archipelago and
quotes a still earlier "calendar," date not given, as authority for their mighty works done
there "in the time of the Emperor Justinian." Even as late as the 18th century an
expedition sailed from among them for an island believed to be outside of those already
known and to be the one discovered by St. Brendan.
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The Dulcert Map of 1339
The second cartographical appearance of the saint’s name seems to be in the portolan
chart of Angelinus Dulcert, the Majorcan, dated 1339, where three islands corresponding
to those now known as the Madeiras (Madeira, Porto Santo, and Las Desertas) and on the
same site are labeled Insulle Sa Brandani siue puelan. Since u was currently substituted for
v, and m and n were interchangeable on these old maps, the last two words should
probably be read sive puellam. However the ending of the inscription is interpreted, there
can be no doubt about St. Brendan and his title to the islands — according to Dulcert.
And that this island group must be identified with Madeira and her consorts (though
Madeira is named Capraria and Porto Santo is named Primaria) hardly admits of any
question.

Detail: the three islands identified with St Brendan off the west coast of North Africa
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According to Babcock, if the identification of them with the Fortunate Islands,
especially favored by St. Brendan, were no more than a conjecture of Dulcert or some
predecessor, it still had a certain plausibility from the facts of nature and the favorable
report of antiquity. Strabo may have borne these islands in mind when he wrote: the
golden apples of the Hesperides, the Islands of the Blessed they speak of, which we know are still
pointed out to us not far distant from the extremities of Maurusia, and opposite to Gades.
Apparently, too, Diodorus Siculus, writing half a century or so before the Christian era
about what happened a thousand years earlier still, means Madeira by the “great island
of very mild and healthful climate” and “in great part mountainous but much likewise
champaign, which is the most sweet and pleasant part of all the rest”; whereto the
Phoenicians were storm-driven after founding Cadiz and which the Etrurians coveted
but the Carthaginians planned to hold for themselves. Even since those old days there
has been a general recognition of Madeira's balminess and slumberous, flowery, enticing
beauty.
Therefore, by the beginning of the 14th century, Atlantic islands of long-standing
tradition began to give way to a new geography of reality. On this Angelinus Dulcert
map of 1339, the Hesperides and the Fortunate Islands of Ptolemy are replaced by three
islands of the Canary archipelago: Vegi Mari (Lobos), Insula de Lanzarotus Marocelus
(Lanzarote) and La Forte Ventura (Fuerteventura). A new constellation of islands also
appears. North of the Canaries, and somewhat farther offshore, are three islands:
Canaria, Insula de Caprara and Coruimaris. They are definitely the Madeira Islands, for
they are correctly placed relative to the Canary Islands and to the African coast.
Collectively, though, they are labeled Insulle Set Brandani siue puelarum.
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The Map of the Pizigani of 1367
The designation Islands of St. Brendan eventually became dislodged from the
Fortunate Islands and drifted slightly to the north. The appropriation of the title for this
new group is equally valid, for they, too, have all those qualities of the Isles of the Blest balmy climate, abundant fruit and natural beauty. Once the Canary Islands became well
known, depicted on maps and colonized, they could no longer also accommodate the
legends of the past. The Pizigani map of 1367, only a few years later, reasserts this new
location of the Islands of Saint Brendan. But now, instead of three, there are one unnamed
and seven named Canary Islands. The Madeira Islands are little changed from the
Dulcert chart, and, as on the Dulcert chart, all of the Madeiras, on the Pizigani map are
collectively labeled Islands of St. Brendan "Ysole dctur sommare sey ysole pone+le brandany."
This nautical chart, the Pizigani map of 1367, was signed by an otherwise
unknown Zuane Pizzagano, the signature, although erased, being still discernible. The
Venetian author's final purpose was to define sailing conditions in the open western
ocean. He depicts the European seaboard and only the entrance to the Mediterranean,
while devoting half of the map to the ocean itself. Note that with the scale he has used
the Grand Banks of Newfoundland would not be much beyond the end of his chart.
According to James Enterline, in his book Erikson, Eskimos and Columbus, the two
large islands shown in the center of the ocean, Antilia and Satanaxes, appear here for the
first time. They were to become standard features of later maps and become heavily
intertwined with various Atlantic island mythologies of St. Brendan, the Seven Cities, and
others. However, their appearance here is not in any mythological context. The scholar
Armando Cortesao suggested that they represent early Portuguese knowledge of the
West Indies, which contain two primary islands, Cuba and Hispaniola. However, in
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attempting to account for various apparently nonsensical words inscribed on the islands
he suggested the likelihood of Norse influence. The American historian James E. Kelley,
Jr., thinks these are not islands at all but sections of the North American seaboard. One
of the smaller islands on this 1424 chart is given the name Ymana, certainly reminiscent
of De Virga’s Armana (#240). The Irish legends have St. Brandan searching for an island
named Yma, one of the Isles of the Blessed. Robert Fuson has given evidence supporting
an interpretation of Antilia and Satanaxes as representations of Formosa and Japan
brought via Venetian contacts with knowledge from the Far East. If so, then this map
demonstrates the growing tendency of cartographers to assume a global view that
looked westward for the East.
Within the Atlantic, the Piziganos placed the Azores, eight of the Canary Islands,
and many of the mythical islands including: Isla de Brazil, the Fortunate Islands of St.
Brendan, the Isle of Mam, and Antilla. They also marked the location of the Kingdom of
Prester John in Ethiopia, Africa. Divers maps of the 14th and 15th centuries do not contain
the name of St. Brendan (it is perhaps never spelled Brendan in cartography) and hence
do not count either way. But the identification of the notable map of 1367 of the brothers
Pizigani is the same as Dulcert’s, the inscription being also given in the alternative. Like
many oceanic features of this strange production it is by no means clear, but seems to
read Ysole dctur sommare sey ysole pone+le brandany. Perhaps it is to be understood as the
“islands called of slumber or the islands of St. Brandan.” There is at any rate no doubt
about the last word or its meaning. But, as if to place the matter beyond all question, a
monkish figure, generally accepted as that of the saint himself, is depicted bending over
them in an attitude of benediction.
This map evidently does not copy from Dulcert, for the forms, proportions, and
individual names of the islands all differ. It calls the chief island Canaria, instead of
Capraria or the later Madeira, and appends a longer name, which seems like Caporizia, to
what have long been known as Las Desertas, which appears greatly enlarged on it. Porto
Santo is left unnamed on the map, perhaps because it lies so close to the general name of
the group.
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Detail: the Fortunate Islands of St. Brendan on the 1367 Pizigani portolan chart depicting a
monkish figure, generally accepted as that of the saint himself, is shown bending over them in an
attitude of benediction.
The map has notes in Venetian and Portuguese. Although the drawing is rudimentary,
the Canary islands are depicted near completeness, with eight known islands indicated
alegranzia (Alegranza), larozio (Roque del Este), lancarot (blue with red stripe, rather than
the usual Genoese shield, an understandable variation for a Venetian author), louos
(Lobos Island), fortubentura/fortouentura (Fuerteventura), canaria (Gran Canaria), inferno
(Tenerife), and a long distance to the west, balmar (La Palma). It is significantly missing
La Gomera and El Hierro (which had already been shown in earlier maps). Pizzigano
indicates a mysterious large red island, with four outlying islets, to the south of the
Canaries archipelago, which he identifies as himadoro. This may represent the mythical
Saint Brendan’s Island.
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Re-drawing of a portion of the Pizigani chart
The compiler of the prototype used by Cresques for the Catalan Atlas of 1375 had
recourse to different, sometimes even contradictory sources. The legendary Insula de
Brazil, for example, which is found on various medieval maps of the North Atlantic and
later gave its name to Brazil in South America, is shown here twice, once west of Ireland
and a second time farther south. The Islands of the Blest, located in accordance with the
specifications of Isidore of Seville in his great seventh century encyclopedia (#205), the
Etymologiae, are called both iles Beneventurades and yles Fortunades:
The Islands of the Blest are in the Great Sea to the left. . . Isidore says in his 15th
book [in fact the 14th, see #205] that these islands are so called because they possess
a wealth of all goods.... The heathens believe that Paradise is situated there,
because the islands have such a temperate climate and such a great fertility of the
soil.
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Panel III on the Catalan Atlas, 1375 (#235)
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Detail: Les Iles Beneventurades... on the Catalan Atlas (#235)
The Fortunate Islands [Canary Islands] are found in the great sea, towards the left and
near the end of Occident, but out at sea. Isidore says in his XV book that these islands
are called fortunate because there are replete with all sorts of goods: cereals, fruits, herbs
and trees. Pagans believe this is the Paradise due to the mild sun and the plentifulness of
the land. Isidore also says that the trees reach 140 feet of height and are full of fruits and
birds. Here there is honey and milk, in particular in the island of Capraria, thus named
due to the multitude of goats. There is also the island of Canaria, thus named due to the
multitude of dogs, big and strong. Plius [Pliny] Master of Mappaemundi says that among
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the Fortunate Islands there is one with all the goods of the world because fruits grow at
the top of the mountains without planting or seeding. Trees are never bear of leafs or
without their aromatic fruits. They eat all these things during part of the year for they
reap the grass the other part. This is why the pagans from the Indies believe that their
souls go to these islands when they die where they live in eternity off the scent of those
fruits; they believe it to be their paradise, but the truth is that is a fable.

The Beccario Map of 1426
The alternative names, which had been given the Madeira group by Dulcert and
the Pizigani, commemorating both the general fact of repose or blessedness and the
delighted visit of St. Brendan, were closely blended (in what became the accepted
formula) by the 1426 map of Battista Beccario. In his 1426 map, Beccario labels what
seems like the Madeira archipelago, re-discovered by the Portuguese in 1418–20, as the
insulle fortunate santi brandany [Fortunate Islands of Saint Brendan], blending the
legendary Saint Brendan’s Island and the real islands of Madeira. The alternative names,
which had been given the Madeira group by Dulcert and the Pizigani, commemorating
both the general fact of repose or blessedness and the delighted visit of St. Brendan,
were closely blended (in what became the accepted formula) by the 1426 map of Battista
Beccario. The first “a” of the final name may possibly be an “e”, having been obscured
by one of the direction lines. Beccario repeats the same inscription in his very important
and now well-known map of 1435, substituting "sancti" for "santi" by way of correction.
With no serious variations, this name, The Fortunate Islands of St. Brandan (or
Brendan), is applied to Madeira and her consorts by Pareto (1455), Benincasa (1482), the
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anonymous Weimar map formerly attributed to 1424 but probably of about 1480 or 1490,
and divers others. In several instances (the Beccario maps, for example) the words are
almost as near to the most southerly pair of the Azores, next above them, as to the
Madeiras below, and it is possible that the condition of special beatitude was
understood as extending to the former also.

Detail: Insulle fortunate santi brandany on the Beccario chart
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A copy of the Bianco Map of 1436
At any rate, the verdict of the 15th century for Madeira was by no means
unanimous. The 1448 map of Bianco, which is very unlike his earlier one of 1436 (#241)
so far as concerns the Atlantic, was prepared after all the Azores had been found again
by the Portuguese except Flores and Corvo. It shows the old familiar inaccurately northand‑south string of the three groups of the Azores as they had come to him
conventionally and traditionally, for evidently he did not dare or could not bring
himself to discard them. But it also shows a slanting array of islands farther out,
arranged in two groups respectively of two islands and five islands each and much more
accurately presented as to location and direction than the old Italian standbys. These are
quite clearly the Portuguese version, brought down to that date, of the newly rediscovered Azorean archipelago. But Bianco was obviously put to it to conjecture what
islands these might be. He drew names from miscellaneous sources: in particular the
largest island of the main group, corresponding to Terceira, bears the title ya fortunat de
sa. beati blandan. Nevertheless, he shows and names Madeira, Porto Santo, and Deserta in
their usual places. Evidently he had given up, if he ever held, all thought of annexing St.
Brendan’s special blessing to them. He seems very confident of the St. Brendan’s island
of his slanting series, for it is drawn heavily in black and contrasts with the rather
ghastly aspect of some neighbors. It has nearly the form of a Maltese cross, with long
arms, but there is no reason to suppose that this has any significance.
The legend of Antillia (or Antilia), also known as the Isle of Seven Cities, originated
in an old Iberian legend about seven bishops from the eighth century who fled Muslim
conquerors by fleeing westward to the island. Andrea Bianco included the island in his
map of 1436 (large north-south island on the left), but it was omitted in his later map of
1448.
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Detail, the St Brendan island group on Andrea Bianco’s 1436 map
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Detail from the Vinland map, 1440 (see #243)
The controversial (possibly fake) Vinland map (#243), dated by its supporters around 1440,
shows the outlines of Antillia and Satanazes islands (but not the two smaller ones) under the
general label Magnae insulae Beati Brandani [Great islands of St Brendan].
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Re-drawing of Bianco’s 1448 chart
showing the St Brendan islands off the northwest coast of Africa
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As might be expected, the discoveries, or rather rediscoveries, which brought the
Azores into the realm of reality once again required a new location for the Islands of Saint
Brendan. On the Bartolomeo Pareto map of 1455 (below) almost all the blank spaces are
filled in. The Madeira and Canary islands are completely and accurately depicted, most
already carrying the names by which they are known today. Stretching in a straight line
north of these archipelagos are eight of the nine Azores islands: Louo (Santa Maria),
Capraria (Sao Miguel), Insulla de Brazil (Terceira), Insulla de Ventura (Fayal), Collonbi
(Pico), San Zorzo (St. George), Li Conieri (Flores) and Corvui Marini (Corvo).
On the Pareto map, as on all others of the period, the three island chains - the
Azores, Madeira’s and Canaries - are strung in a north-south line, as though they are all
in the same longitude. This should not be interpreted to mean that geographers and
cartographers did not know the dispersion and true position of these archipelagos.
There was still no way to measure longitude, and distances could only be given in terms
of so many days voyage from a starting point, nor was there any real need for accuracy,
since these maps were not intended for navigational purposes. Within each group there
is a logic to the placement of the individual islands, and mariners knew, in the most
general terms, how much farther west they needed to sail in order to reach each group.
Keeping the islands all in the same apparent longitude was only a cartographic
convention - one that best made use of the available space.

Nautical chart by Bartolomeo Pareto, 1455
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Detail: Re-drawing of a portion of the Pareto chart showing the islands – the Azores, Madeira’s
and Canaries - are strung in a north-south line, as though they are all in the same longitude
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1489 chart attributed to Christopher Columbus (see #257)

A portion of Columbus’ chart, 1492-1500, shows a series of islands in northeast Asia that are
labeled “Islands visited by Saint Brendan” (#257)
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On the east coast of Asia appear the islands visited by the mythical Irish saint, Brendan,
who sailed out into the Atlantic in search of a land “secret, hidden, and secure,” and
came after many weeks to an island of flame and smoke, the entrance to hell: insule
ignibus plene et demoniis injernalibus [Isle full of fires and demons from hell]. Escaping
thence he visited an island filled with angelic birds, paradisi avium, and then one on
which there was a monastery founded by St. Alben, insula familie S. Albe, and at length
came to a delightful island with sun-warmed shores, insula deliciorum. Not far from these
mythical islands may be seen the terrestrial Paradise, Paradisi terrestri, surrounded by
mountains of diamonds.

Martin Behaim’s Globe of 1492 showing the Atlantic Ocean, from Europe to Asia
About the same period a Catalan map of unknown authorship, without copying details,
adopted the same expedient of duplicating the Azores by adding the new slanting
series. It is quite independent in details, however, omitting mention of St. Brandan in
particular, though Ateallo (Antillia?) is given in the second group but not in the
corresponding place. This may possibly indicate some confusion of Antillia with St.
Brendan’s Island, such as is more evident in the transfer of the traditional outline of the
former to the latter, little changed, by Martin Behaim on his globe of 1492 (#258).
As it stands, this globe undoubtedly gives an original and unique representation
of St. Brendan’s Island far west of the Cape Verde group and emphasizes it by showing
Antillia independently in a more northern latitude and less western longitude and also
of quite insignificant size and form. But E.G. Ravenstein, who made a very thorough
study of the matter, tells us that this globe has been twice retouched or renovated and

31

Saint Brendan Island on Early Maps

5.22

that the only way to ascertain exactly what was originally delineated is to treat it as a
palimpsest and remove the accretions. In particular, he relates the story of an expert
geographer who found the draftsmen about to transpose St. Brendan’s Island and Antillia;
but they yielded to his protest. Of course, it is impossible to be quite certain that these
map figures are such and in such place as Behaim intended or that they bear the names
he gave. The presumption favors the present showing, generally accepted as authentic.
It gives the saint only one island, but this a very large one, set in mid-ocean between
Africa and South America.
Possibly this location may be suggested by an undefined coast line shown by
Bianco’s map of 1448, previously mentioned, and, like Behaim’s island, set opposite the
Cape Verde group. In Venetian Italian it bears an obscure inscription, which calls it an
“authentic island” and is variously interpreted as saying that this coast is fifteen
hundred miles long or fifteen hundred miles distant. The map of Juan de la Cosa (1500,
#305) exhibits off the coast of Brazil, and with an outline similar to Behaim’s, “the island
which the Portuguese found.” His date is too late to have influenced Behaim, too early
to have been prompted by Cabral’s accidental discovery of that very year. It is more
likely that he and Behaim were both acquainted with Bianco’s work or that all three
drew from the same report of discovery.

St Brendan Island on the 1492 Behaim globe, depicted in the mid-Atlantic and configured more in
line with the previous models of the legendary Antilia island: as a large rectangular island

The following legend appears near Jnfula de fant brandan [St. Brendan’s Island] on the
Behaim globe.
In the year 565 after Christ, St. Brandon in his ship came to this island where he
witnessed many marvels, and seven years afterwards he returned to his country.
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According to Johnson, the continual shifting of the Fortunate islands of Saint
Brendan led to a new position at the extreme limits of the known world. Once the
Azores became settled, with thriving centers of agriculture, fishing and trade, they, like
the Madeira and Canary Islands before them, no longer seemed possible as the site of
the legendary paradise. Explorations to the west showed that the Atlantic Ocean did not
terminate on the shores of Asia as had previously been thought, but upon North
America. After the second voyage of Giovanni Verrazzano in 1526, it became apparent
that the coast of North and South America was one continuous, unbroken line,
unsevered by any river or strait leading to the Orient. Knowledge of the topography of
these lands extended beyond the shores, as shown on maps by the representation of
mountains, rivers and cities.
On the torn eastern edge of the 1513 Turkish map by Piri Reis (#322) is a South
Atlantic island that, from its position, may be either Ascension Island or St. Helena, both
of which were first sighted by the Portuguese very early in the 16th century. Near the top
northern edge of the map in the Atlantic is a depiction of one of the popular medieval
legends about St. Brendan, who sailed to fabulous islands with a group of Irish monks.
A whale is shown with two persons seated upon it with a ship nearby in the North
Atlantic and this inscription:
It is said that in ancient times a priest by the name of Sanvolrandan traveled
through the Seven Seas. He is said to have landed on this fish, thought it was dry
land, and lit a fire on this fish. When the back of the fish began to burn, it
plunged into the sea. The people re-embarked in their boats and fled to the ship.
This event is not reported by the Portuguese infidels. It is taken from the ancient
mappaemundi."

Sanvolrandan is St. Brendan, sometimes also St. Blandano or St. Brandan.
The famous incident of St. Brendan and his fellow Irish monks landing on the
back of a whale is from the medieval tale of his legendary voyages. Similar tales were
told in the Thousand and One Nights and the medieval European and Arabic romances of
the life of Alexander. This episode of St. Brendan and the whale was sometimes shown
on mappaemundi of the 14th century and portolan charts of the 15th century, such as the
chart made by Mecia de Viladestes in 1413. The legend of St. Brendan did not appear on
Portuguese maps, as Piri Reis states in the inscription on his map, until the middle of the
16th century. Medieval mappaemundi were sometimes oriented with south to the top, and
this may be why the depiction of St. Brendan and the whale is “upside-down” on the
Viladestes map and the Piri Reis map. It is also possible, however, that St. Brendan is
“upside-down” because both maps derive from a common source in which the artisan
wanted to minimize the possibility of smearing the map surface as he painted the figure
by rotating the parchment.
All this newly acquired information did not cause the Islands of Saint Brendan to
cease to exist. Wrenched from the traditional locus off the west coast of Africa, they took
refuge in the farthest western reaches of the Atlantic - in waters that were the last
frontier of exploration. With this move another change occurs; now, instead of the
multiple islands of Saint Brendan, there is only a single island that bears his name. On
the Abraham Ortelius map of 1570, which displays a rapidly expanding and accurate
knowledge of the New World, the Island of Saint Brendan (S. Brandani) is 650 miles north
of the Azores, not far off the coast of Newfoundland and Labrador, keeping company
with the other mythical islands of Frisland, Demonias and Verde. There it remained on the
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17th century map by Petri, in spite of the great contradiction that by these shores, at a
latitude north of 50°, no one could ever consider it a balmy paradise, redolent with all
the fruits of nature. Legends do not die easily.

Nautical chart by Mecia de Viladestes in 1413

Detail showing St Brendan and the whale
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The remaining fragment of Piri Reis’ 1513 world map (#322)
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Detail of St Brendan’s monks on a whale along with an inscription on the Piri Reis map
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St Brendan, 1621, St. Brendan and his companions become shipwrecked on a marine monster. To
the east are the Hispanic peninsula and the west coast of Africa. To the west are the Canary
Islands, called here the Fortunate Islands. To the north is the apocryphal St. Brendan's Island.
Other elements include altar table, crucifix, ships, rowboat with saint and two monks.
From Caspar Plautius’ Novo Typis Transacta Navigatio… 1621
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S. Brandani island on Abraham Ortelius’ 1570 map
Americae Sive Novi Orbis Nova Descriptio displaying the mythical islands of S, Brandani,
Frylant, Icaria and des demonios
From this time on there is never more than one island for St. Brendan, but it
indulges in wide wanderings. Especially as the attention of men was attracted to the
more northern and western waters, the map makers shifted the island thither. Thus the
map of 1544 purporting to be the work of Sebastian Cabot (#372) and probably prepared
more or less under his influence, places the island San Brandan not far from the scene of
his father’s explorations and his own. It lies well out to sea in about the latitude of the
Straits of Belle Isle. The Ortelius map of 1570 repeats the showing with no great amount
of change. In short, the final judgment of navigators and cartographers, before it quietly
vanished from the maps, made the decision that the North Atlantic was its most
probable hiding place.
Eventually, the Island of Saint Brendan came to rest in the middle of a group of
islands deep within Newfoundland's Bonavista Bay. Whether this Island of Saint Brendan
was named by the English who carne to Bonavista Bay as migratory fishermen at the
end of the 17th century, or later, by Irish immigrants who settled there in the 1840s, is
uncertain. But the answer is of slight importance, for shortly thereafter, in 1884, it was
renamed Cottel Island, the name it bears today. Thus the constant search for the
permanent home of the Islands of Saint Brendan - a search which encompassed thirteen
centuries of travel, each time inexorably farther west and north - finally reached its
utmost limits, then faded altogether from cartographic history.
Of all the Atlantic islands that never existed, the Islands of Saint Brendan were the
ultimate phantom islands, for they were not the product of an empirical knowledge of
geography but were an imaginary realm created to understand the cosmos and man’s
place within it; they were attempts to comprehend the unknown and bring order out of
confusion. The Islands of Saint Brendan embodied an essentially universal theme: they
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were the happy, peaceful Otherworld - the Elysian fields of Greece, “the abode of peace
and harmony with its soft green meadows, lovely groves, sunlight that glows purple,
and delicious life-giving air”; they were the Christian Kingdom of Heaven, wherein “the
river of life-giving water, sparkling like crystal, flows from the throne of God, . , and the
tree of life produces fruit twelve times a year ... and nothing accursed will be found”;
and they were the Celtic island across the sea that "transcends the limitations of human
time, a multi-colored land of surpassing beauty, where only sweet music strikes the ear,
where sweet water streams flow through the land, and purple is the surface ~ every
plain.”
In deciding where to place these islands, cartographers used the same approach
as they did for all the other phantom islands. They took fragments of information which
were often vague, confused and intertwined with myth and legend, and united them
with a geography of tradition.

A detail of Septentrionalium Regionum [Region of the Northern Sea] by Abraham Ortelius from
his atlas Theatrum Orbis Terrarum [Theater of the World], Holland, 1570 showing St. Brandain
island and also the island of Brazil on either side of the sea serpent playing a lute.
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The New World map by Francis Gaulle in Peter Martyr, De Orbe Nouo… 1587
Depicted here are Islandia [Iceland] and the the mythical islands of Frislandia, Demonum,
and S. Brandan
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Illustri viro, domino Philippo Sidnaeo Michael Lok civis Londinensis hanc chartam dedicabat:
1582. (#419)

Detail displaying the mythical islands of Frisland, Brasil, S. Brandam, Maide, Verde, Demones
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Americæa Pars Borealis, Florida, Baccalaos, Canada, Corterealis by Cornelis de Jode
1593 (#432) Detail: the islands of Groclant and Groenlant [Greenland], Thule [Iceland], and the
mythical islands of Frisland, Drogeo, Icaria, I. des demonios and S. Brandain.
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Map of the North Atlantic 1594 by Jan van Doetecum contains the mythical islands of Frisland,
Bus, Brasil, S. Brandan and Maidas

Detail: S. Brandan south of Newfoundland on the
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Scandia, sive regions septentrionales, 1598 by Giovanni Antonio Magni showing several
mythical islands: S. Brandain, Frisland, Icaria, Neome, Brasil, Drogeo, Podalida
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S, Brendan on the 1606 map America by Jodicus Hondius (#447.1)
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1707 map of north-west Africa by Guillaume Delisle, showing the "fabled" island of San
Borondón west of the Canaries

St. Brendan became the patron saint for sailors. He is usually drawn with a whale. Art
historians call the whale his attribute, like a symbol. Brandon’s Hill near the English
fishing port of Bristol was named after him. There used to be a chapel there. When ships
passed by the hill on their way out to sea the sailors said a prayer to the saint to bless
their voyage. Today the Catholic Church celebrates a feast day for St. Brandon on May
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Conclusion
In general review it appears likely that St. Brendan in the sixth century wandered widely
over the seas in quest of some warm island, concerning which wonderful accounts had
been brought to him, and found several such isles, the Madeira group receiving his
special approval, according to the prevailing opinion of the 14th and 15th centuries. But
this judgment of those centuries is the only item as to which we can speak with any
positiveness and confidence. Below are some purported sightings of this mystical island
over the centuries.
The Portuguese writer Luís Perdigão recorded the interest of the King of Portugal after a
sea captain informed Henry the Navigator (1394–1460) that he had found the island but
was driven off by tumultuous sea conditions. Henry ordered him back: he sailed off but
never returned. Christopher Columbus is said to have believed in its existence.
In 1566 Hernán Pérez de Grado, First Regent of the Royal Canary Islands Court, ordered
the justices at La Palma, El Hierro and La Gomera to investigate the phenomenon. In his
history, Abreu y Galindo reports a conversation with a French adventurer claiming to
have visited San Borondon, departing thence when a storm set in and making the voyage
to La Palma for shelter within a day. In another report, Alonso de Espinosa, governor of
El Hierro, described sighting San Borondon island north west of El Hierro and “leeward”
of La Palma. He listed 100 witnesses to the apparition.
Juan de Abréu Galindo reported in Historia de la Conquista de las siete Islas Canarias that
“the island of Saint Brendan (San Borondon), which is the eighth and last, whose
existence may be inferred from sightings of its apparitions, seems to be located at 20
degrees 30 minutes of latitude and eight leagues (40 kilometers) due west of La
Gomera.” (The longitude given in the coordinates is based on the old measurement
before the introduction of the Greenwich meridian).
In 1719, the Scottish monk Sigbert de Gembloux reported seeing the island, as did Don
Matea Dacesta, mayor of Valverde, El Hierro in 1721. As a result of these sightings, that
same year Juan de Mur y Aguerre, military governor of the Canary Islands, appointed a
new commission of inquiry under Gaspar Dominguez, a sea captain; no fresh evidence
was uncovered and subsequently interest waned. According to the Canary historian
Ramirez, in 1723 a priest performed the rite of exorcism towards the island during one
of its apparitions behind low cloud. This was witnessed by a large number of persons
and sworn to on affidavit.[citation needed]
In 1759 a Franciscan monk mentioned, but not identified by name, by Viera y Clavijo
wrote to a friend: “I was most desirous to see the island of San Borondon and, finding
myself in Alexero, La Palma, on 3 May at six of the morning, I saw, and can swear to it
on oath, that while having in plain view at the same time the island of El Hierro, I saw
another island of the same color and appearance, and I made out through a telescope,
much wooded terrain in its central area. Then I sent for the priest Antonio Jose
Manrique, who had seen it twice previously, and upon arrival he saw only a portion of
it, for when he was watching, a cloud obscured the mountain. It was subsequently
visible for another 90 minutes, being seen by about forty spectators, but in the afternoon
when we returned to the same point we could see nothing on account of the heavy rain.”
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In his Noticias, Vol I, 1772, chronicler Viera y Clavijo wrote: “A few years ago while
returning from the Americas, the captain of a ship of the Canary Fleet believed he saw
La Palma appear and, having set his course for Tenerife based on his sighting, was
astonished to find the real La Palma materialize in the distance next morning.” Viera
adds that a similar entry is made in the diaries of Colonel don Roberto de Rivas, who
made the observation that his ship “having been close to the island of La Palma in the
afternoon, and not arriving there until late the next day”, the officer was forced to
conclude that “the wind and current must have been extraordinarily unfavorable during
the night.”
Further expeditions were organized in the search for the island, but from the 19th
century onwards, reported sightings of San Borondon became less frequent.
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