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ABSTRACT  
In Early Modern times, there was much cartographic speculation on 
the topmost part of the globe. Whereas the Antarctic terra incognita 
(‘the not known southland’) has received ample discussion in the 
history of cartography, the world above the Arctic Circle can 
equally be considered a known unknown for premodern people. 
How (and why) to complete a map of a region where not a living 
soul had been? This article aims to show what mapmakers in 
Western Europe thought they knew, what they certainly did not 
know and what strategies they adopted to show or hide their 
uncertainties. This contribution demonstrates how clearly unsure, 
precarious and questionable knowledge of literally ‘marginal’ 
mapped areas was presented in many places and in many ways: 
in graphics; and in text, by omitting, adding or altering 
information. By zooming in on world maps and North Pole maps 
from the sixteenth and the seventeenth centuries and examining 
them in a long-term chronological sequence, we can follow lines 
and lands that appear and disappear and trace the winding paths 
of mapping processes and practices through the centuries.

RÉSUMÉ  
Au début de l’époque moderne, la partie la plus haute du globe a 
fait l’objet de nombreuses spéculations cartographiques. Alors 
que les terres inconnues de l’antarctique (la terre australe 
inconnue) ont suscité de nombreuses discussions dans l’histoire 
de la cartographie, le monde au-dessus du cercle polaire arctique 
peut également être considéré comme un inconnu connu des 
postmodernes. Comment (et pourquoi) compléter une carte 
d’une région où aucune personne vivante à cette époque ne soit 
allée ? Cet article a pour objectif de montrer ce que les 
cartographes de l’Europe occidentale pensaient savoir, ce qu’ils 
ignoraient certainement et les stratégies qu’ils ont adopté pour 
montrer ou cacher ces incertitudes. Cette contribution montre 
comment des connaissances clairement incertaines, précaires et 
questionnables concernant des zones cartographiées 
littéralement « marginales » étaient présentées en de nombreux 
endroits et ont été représentées de différentes façons : dans les 
graphiques et dans le texte en omettant, ajoutant ou altérant des 
informations. En zoomant sur des planisphères et des cartes du 
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pôle Nord des XVIème et XVIIème siècles et en les examinant sur de 
longues séries temporelles, nous pouvons suivre les lignes et les 
territoires qui apparaissent et disparaissent et nous pouvons 
retracer le chemin tortueux des processus et pratiques 
cartographiques au cours des siècles.

Introduction: uncertainty on maps and the history of cartography

Terras hic esse certum est sed qua[n]tus quibusq[ue] limitibus finitas incertum.
“It is certain that there are lands here, but how many and where the limits are, is uncertain.’ 
(Mercator, 1538)

We, in the twenty-first century, assume that we have mapped the whole wide world (at 
least all of the landmasses), and moreover, we tend to trust our maps. In Early Modern 
times, this was not the case. Uncertainty was omnipresent in cartographic processes, 
and in many cases, mapmakers were surprisingly honest about what they did not know 
confidently, like the famous Flemish cartographer Gerardus Mercator (1512–1594) (on 
Mercator, amongst much more: Crane, 2002; Taylor, 2004), as quoted above. This article 
takes a historical approach to discuss uncertainty on maps, with the Far North of the 
globe as its case in point.

The period from the late fifteenth till the seventeenth century is often characterized as 
the Age of Exploration or the Age of Discovery. We have to be aware that these terms only 
make sense when taking the perspective of the discoverers, who were mostly white Euro
pean men. Obviously, the newly ‘discovered’ knowledge, lands, books, or people, were 
already there from their own viewpoint. However, since the layout and conventions of 
present-day (world) maps largely go back to Western European Early Modern (printed) 
map production, this is where much scholarship in the history of cartography has been 
devoted. This article is no exception. At the same time, it steers away from a traditional 
discourse of progress and how maps became ever more accurate. This discourse, to be 
found both with Early Modern mapmakers and with modern historians of cartography 
alike (on the ideal: Edney, 2019), can be challenged by a new focus on how mapmakers 
in the so-called Age of Discovery dealt with their uncertainties.

Mercator’s abovementioned quote is to be found on his first printed world map. It was 
printed in 1538, in a double cordiform (heart-shaped) projection (Figure 1). The quote is 
engraved below the South Pole (Meridies Polus antarcticus), on an unnamed land loosely 
draped around the Circulus antarcticus, not sharply delineated like the other continents, 
but still clearly visually separated from the surrounding ocean (Zuber 2011). Mercator’s 
map was based on the first world map in this projection: Nova et Integra Universi Orbis 
Descriptio (1531) by the French mathematician Oronce Fine (Watson 2008 on all six
teenth-century cordiform maps). Fine depicts ‘The recently found Southland, but not 
yet completely known’. This does not prevent him from delineating this land, adorning 
it with rivers and mountains, and naming parts of it Brazil (Brasielie regio) and Regio 
Patalis. The last-mentioned region was apparently referred to in a first century BCE 
work by Pliny the Elder (Van Duzer, n.d.). Around the North Pole, on the left of Fine’s 
map, lie several islands, some empty, some with mountains, some named, like Groneland 
and Hyperborea. These islands were known from older, mostly textual, sources, not from 
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empirical observations by contemporaries. Fine does not provide clues to their uncertain 
existence. Mercator, however, as we have seen, was visually and textually honest about 
the limitations of his knowledge. He did not hide his uncertainties: beside Antarctica 
with unsure form, he presented an ‘unknown coast’ (littoral i[n]cognita) on the west of 
South America and the west of North America, and he wrote ulteriora incognita 
(‘further unknown’) just above Greenland, just above the Arctic Circle.

This ‘further unknown’ region in the North, occupying a literally marginal place on 
most world maps takes center stage in this article. In the most literal sense: this was 
the cutting edge of Early Modern cartography. As will be shown, in this period, the 
Arctic as a geographical category was invented. To understand what people deem to 
be (certain) knowledge, we learn most at the boundary between what they thought 
they knew and what they did not know: instances of imprecision, hesitation, and uncer
tain knowledge (cf. the introduction of this volume; see also Van Netten, 2024). I explore 
to what extent the Arctic was presented as Terra Incognita and relate this unknownness to 
other unknown or uncertain areas of the world in this period, like Antarctica and the 
Americas (much more has been written on these terrae incognitae, amongst others Wash
burn, 1968, Padron, 2002, Murray, 2005; Hiatt, 2008; Lois, 2015; Lois, 2018).

As will be demonstrated, Early Modern mapmakers employed various strategies to 
show, or hide, their uncertainties (Van Netten, 2024; Van Duzer, 2024). Compared to 
earlier maps, cartographers could add, alter, or omit information. All these modes could 
be applied as graphics (lines, shade, color, symbols – or their absence) as well as in text. 
Moreover, uncertainty could be manifested on the map itself or in the paramap, especially 

Figure 1. Mercator’s world map in double cordiform projection (1538).
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in the perimap, consisting of the material surrounding the map, like titles, cartouches, 
legends and adjoining texts (Wood & Fels, 2008; Van Schaik & Vannieuwenhuyze, 
2023). It is important to emphasize that more or less explicit references to uncertainty 
were inserted in various stages of the process of mapping (Edney, 2019). All of them 
can be considered conscious choices by mapmakers. The possible uncertainty of map 
readers, using maps, which may or may not be induced by the aforementioned presen
tation of uncertain knowledge, is a completely different issue that deserves to be ana
lyzed, but falls outside the scope of this article (the reception or consumption of maps 
is only recently and scarcely addressed in the history of cartography; for some examples 
of this see Van Netten, 2022; and work in progress by Marissa Griffioen).

To explain what I mean by uncertainty, and how this differs from ignorance, it helps to 
distinguish between known unknowns and unknown unknowns. Uncertainty, as in Merca
tor’s 1538 map, is something you know, but not exactly. It is there; but where, how big, 
how many, how far? It is known, but the edges are yet to be determined. This we can 
label a known unknown. Unknown unknowns, or ignorance, is something different, 
and something that can only be concluded in hindsight. Taking the famous ancient 
scholar Claudius Ptolemy for example: when he wrote his Geographia, in Egypt in the 
second century CE, he was completely ignorant of the lands that later would be called 
America. Naturally, he did not mention or even allude to the existence of this continent. 
He was also not uncertain about it. America can be considered an unknown unknown in 
Classical Europe.

In the history of cartography, from Renaissance times – when Ptolemy was rediscov
ered in the West – until now, ignorances like Ptolemy’s are oftentimes framed in terms 
comparable with Fine, mentioned previously: America was not yet discovered, thus not 
yet displayed. As if Ptolemy should have known. In my opinion, it does not help to 
scold earlier cartographers for not presenting their unknown unknowns. Yet, many histor
ians of cartography, as well as many other writers within and without academic circles, 
have judged old maps by later standards and concluded that they contained errors, 
lies, flaws, defects, mistakes, blunders, myths, etc. (e.g. Brooke-Hitching, 2016; Furst, 
2021). ‘Imaginary’ islands like Frisland and Grocland (mostly placed between Iceland 
and Greenland) are oftentimes used as a case in point. Writing on the Far North, Ehrens
värd (2006) argues ‘from myths to reality’ and Briså (2020), for example, compares carto
graphic knowledge with ‘reality’ and denounces Early Modern maps in several instances 
as ‘unreliable’, ‘insufficient’, ‘inadequate’, ‘incorrect’, etc. However, although some map
makers have lied and manipulated on purpose (Monmonier, 1996), what most of them 
did was to provide the knowledge they had at their disposal in the way they thought 
fit – as do most mapmakers nowadays.

Ehrensvärd and Briså (and for example also Van Mingroot & Van Ermen, 1987) focus on 
Scandinavia and on what the map itself shows. Mostly there is not much attention made 
to the North (Pole) beyond the frame of the map. While my article is partly based on the 
same sources (unsurpassable collected and described by William Ginsberg, see ‘Scandia’, 
2002; Ginsberg, 2006), the traditional focus on what was known (or ‘not yet known’) will 
be shifted to the known unknowns, the fascinating in-between-zone of uncertain knowl
edge. We have to be aware that for quite some time Grocland, Iceland, Greenland, and 
Frisland were all accepted and at the same time doubted islands. There were stories of 
these places, they were to be found on maps, yet no living soul (from Western Europe) 
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had been there themselves. This emic approach will bring us much closer to early modern 
plans and practices than pointing out where they were wrong in hindsight.

The order in what follows will be largely chronological, to show a long-term develop
ment. Cartographers themselves, throughout history, used, (implicitly or explicitly) 
referred to, trusted or rejected, validated, copied, or inserted earlier maps. A short pream
ble on Ptolemy and Medieval maps will lead us to Renaissance times and the ‘Age of Dis
covery’, which more or less ended in the course of the seventeenth centuries, as will this 
contribution. For historical and pragmatic reasons, the focus will be on European and 
printed maps, since these have reached the largest audiences and most fundamentally 
influenced modern world maps and world views.

Ptolemaic uncertainty

As mentioned in the introduction, Claudius Ptolemy compiled his Geographia, ca. 150 CE. 
In the handed-down text, he explicitly states that in some places, there is incomplete and 
uncertain knowledge. He mentions several instances of unknown lands beyond certain 
places or rivers. Nothing beyond ‘Libya’ is mentioned (Ptolemy, n.d., §2.1.5), rendering 
all of Africa south of the Equator to be uncertain (though not inexistent). In the North 
of Europe and Asia, Ptolemy is quite exact about where his uncertainties start, in the 
form of ‘unknown lands’, mentioning latitudes between 62 and 69 degrees North – 
coinciding with the Arctic Circle. Beyond these places, lands are not actually unknown, 
but more precisely known unknown, or rather uncertain (Ptolemy n.d., e.g. §3.5.1., 
3,5,3, 3.5.4, 5.9.1, 5.9.12, 5.9.16).

In fifteenth-century Renaissance Europe, Ptolemy’s text was translated into graphical 
maps (Thrower, 2008; Shalev & Burnett, 2011). The early Ptolemaic world maps truncated 
the world at around 63 degrees north latitude. In the south even more was cut off, from 
the equator southwards, Africa was literally terra incognita, extending indefinitely to the 
east and west at the bottom of the globe (e.g. Berlinghieri, ca. 1478).

With these maps based on Ptolemy, our conventions of latitude-longitude coordinate 
systems and north on top start, but many other ways of presenting the whole of the 
known world in one view existed. In European Medieval times, so-called T and O maps 
prevailed, presenting three continents in a circle, surrounded by an ocean (the O) and 
divided by the Mediterranean and the rivers Nile and Don (forming the T), typically 
holy Jerusalem could be found in the middle (Williams, 1997; Englisch, 2009; Mauntel, 
2021). On the more elaborate maps, like the famous Hereford map (ca. 1300), much infor
mation is presented as text and image (Westrem, 2001; Harvey, 2006). Generally speaking, 
independently of their orientation (which cardinal direction on top), the farther from the 
center, the more non-geographical information is found, though no terra incognita is 
explicitly named as such. Neither do we find unfinished lands, the world is nicely 
rounded off (see also Chekin, 2006).

One of the last, and one of the most elaborate and informative, circular Medieval world 
maps, is the Fra Mauro map, made in Venice in the mid-fifteenth century (Cattaneo, 2011). 
While in the history of cartography, the Ptolemaic world maps have been considered as 
progress when compared to T and O maps, Fra Mauro himself claimed otherwise. On the 
map, he explains that he did not follow Ptolemy’s grid system, because he could not fit all 
his knowledge there. ‘Principally in latitude, which is from south to north, he [Ptolemy] has 
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much terra incognita, because in his time it was unknown’, thus Fra Mauro dismisses his 
classical predecessor (Fra Mauro, ca. 1450). I do not think it a coincidence that this (orig
inally Latin) text is placed to the northwest of Europe, just above another scroll that men
tions that there are many more islands in this ocean, but he could not depict them for lack 
of space. With his added texts, Fra Mauro demonstrates how there is on the one hand 
more knowledge than in Ptolemy’s time, but on the other, especially regarding 
numbers, he as well is uncertain about how to depict these Nordic fringes of his 
worldview.

The fifteenth century saw more additions to classical knowledge. Already in 1427, a 
separate map of Scandinavia by Claudius Clavus was added to Ptolemy’s Geographia. 
Like Fra Mauro later, the accompanying text states that Ptolemy presumably had not 
known of the existence of these lands (Ginsberg, 2006, 1819; Berg, 2018, 109–112). 
Since Clavus’ geography exceeded 70 degrees north, Ptolemy’s world map as well 
needed some modification. In several of them, from 1482 onwards, a curious exception 
has been made to the fixed grid; a part of the world – Scandinavia – is breaking out, 
denoting new knowledge and possibilities beyond the known horizon. Northern 
Europe finds itself in a liminal, uncertain, state, within as well as outside the mapped 
world (Ginsberg, 2006, 6–8) (Figure 2).

After Columbus’s ‘discovery’ of America, the first half of the sixteenth-century burst with 
creative experiments to fit the whole known (new) world on a flat map, as we have seen 
with Mercator’s and Fine’s cordiform maps above (Shirley, 2001). Cordiform, conical or coni
form (fan-shaped) world maps offered the possibility to include recently discovered lands 

Figure 2. Ptolemaic world map with the addition of Scandinavia (1482).
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but also to leave it to the reader’s imagination to decide whether Asia and America were 
connected. These projections also provided a way to present a known unknown area 
beyond the Arctic Circle, since all the meridians were elongated to a point at 90 
degrees northern latitude where they all intersected. In a way, this can be considered 
to be the invention of the North Pole as a concept in European culture and science 
(see also Bravo, 2019). Most contemporary cartographers seem to have been unsure 
of what to put in those lands. On the Contarini-Roselli world map (1506), for example, 
the lands of Asia and America finish at around 80 degrees north latitude, surrounded 
by sea, and the top of the world is literally covered in clouds.

Martin Waldseemüller, in his famous world map published in 1507, used a pseudo-cor
diform projection, modifying Ptolemy, to be able to show recent discoveries. The frame is 
bulged to accommodate southern Africa, while the boundaries of some islands in the 
Indian Ocean disappear altogether behind the longitude scale. Most importantly, he 
included the Americas (for the first time called ‘America,’ after Amerigo Vespucci, 
whom Waldseemüller credited as having discovered the new continent). On its western 
shore, terra ultra incognita is inscribed in several places. Much has been written on the 
form of the new continent and on Waldseemüller’s supposed sources (Hessler & Van 
Duzer, 2012; McIntosh, 2012), though it has gone largely unnoticed that he also made 
an intervention in the visual rendering of the Far North.

In the decorated margins of the map, in the top middle, where the north wind 
blows, two globes are depicted. On the left is the old world (Europe-Africa-Asia), 
flanked by Ptolemy with an astrolabe, and on the right the new world, America (desig
nated terra incognita) clearly distinct from Asia to its west, with Vespucci (as Ptolemy’s 
modern counterpart) holding a pair of compasses. While the bottom is flattened at 40 
degrees south latitude, both globes have a pointed bulge on top, from the Arctic Circle 
(at 66 respectively 70 degrees north latitude) upward. In the old world, the addition of 
Scandinavia is easily recognizable, surrounded by a ‘frozen sea’ the same shade as all 
the other seas and oceans. On the new world, the bulge on top is curiously completely 
white and called an ‘icy sea’. Even more mysterious is the empty scroll behind it. Is 
Waldseemüller demonstrating his uncertainty by leaving it provisionally vacant?

The top of the main world map below these two smaller globes is symmetrically 
curved, upwards from the middle to 90 degrees and beyond [!] (Figure 3). Here a mare 

Figure 3. Waldseemüller’s world map (1507), detail of the top of the map.
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glaciale sive congelatum (an icy or frozen sea) is located. In a cartouche splitting this title 
and obscuring the northern part of Scandinavia (not mentioned as such), Waldseemüller 
explains how the world is surrounded by sea. He suggests overcoming uncertainty, by 
stating that there had long been doubt.

Obviously, Waldseemüller knew about the existence of a large continent he called 
America. However, in yet another edition of Ptolemy’s Geographia a few years later 
(1513), he provides a world map following Ptolemy, visualizing classical ignorance by not 
including the Americas and cutting off Africa in the south and Asia in the east. In the 
north he extends the meridians to 90 degrees, coming together at the top, but the longi
tudinal scale coincides with the Arctic Circle, and above that the world is completely empty, 
except for lines and the term mare congelatum (Ginsberg, 2006, 10–12). On his later Carta 
Marina (1516), Waldseemüller decided to again cut off completely everything above 70 
degrees north latitude. The lands of Asia and Europe (like Tartaria and Norvegia) apparently 
extend further north but disappear behind the frame where only the winds are blowing. On 
the map in a text near Scandinavia, Waldseemüller explicitly admits his uncertainty: he 
writes he does not have a good picture of this area, because of the many contradictory nar
ratives on this part of the world (Berg, 2018; 112, Van Duzer, 2020, 59–60). Thus, the Carta 
Marina clearly shows the strategy of omitting uncertain knowledge. Moreover, it illustrates 
that for Waldseemüller, as well as for many historians of cartography, newly discovered 
lands in the west and east were much more interesting than the north.

Short intermezzo: the unknown above Scandinavia

A visual translation of uncertain knowledge into lines and letters on a map can also be 
pointed out on two important new maps of Scandinavia that appeared in the 1530s, a 
century after the abovementioned Clavus. While this article mostly concerns the area 
above the Arctic Circle, it is insightful to examine the extent of these regional maps 
toward the north. Jacob Ziegler’s map (Ginsberg, 2006, 37–38) stretches to 72 degrees 
northern latitude. The larger part of the upper right quarter is filled with ulteriora gronlan
dia incognita (‘further unknown Greenland’), which is connected to Laponia to the north 
of Sweden. This suggests a large known unknown land, seemingly stretching far beyond 
the borders of the map.

In 1539 the Swedish scholar Olaus Magnus published his Carta Marina, generally per
ceived as the best map of Scandinavia of his time (Berg, 2018, 116, Ginsberg, 2006, 39–43; 
Sandmo, 2020). Olaus’ framing is comparable with other sixteenth-century maps of the 
region, though his use of a latitude scale has puzzled many scholars since he counts 
up to 90 degrees and even beyond (Miekkavaara, 2008). Also puzzling is that the southern 
part of Greenland (‘Gru[n]tland’) is shown twice. The frame cleverly hides Olaus’ ignorance 
of the extension of this land.

On the top right of Olaus’ Carta Marina, an insula magnetum is depicted (without a 
picture, which is quite rare on this lavishly illustrated map) of which Olaus in his accom
panying Opera breve writes that this lies ‘under the Pole’ and is 30 miles wide (translation 
in Ginsberg, 2006, Appendix III). The Pole itself (Polus Arcticus) is a radiating circle, not 
unlike a sun, clearly outside the map, included in the frame, halfway into his title. Appar
ently, Olaus could not fit the Pole in his projection but still wanted to present this known 
unknown.
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Happy discovery of Northern Lands

In the same year as aforementioned Waldseemüller’s first world map, another world map 
was published as part of yet another new edition of Ptolemy’s Geographia, made by the 
Netherlandish explorer and cartographer Johannes Ruysch (1507) (McIntosh, 2012). At the 
bottom of the map, Ruysch stops short at 38 degrees southern latitude, just below the 
southern tip of Africa, the border crosses right through his mundus novus (he does not 
call it America, but literally a new world). This square-shaped continent is partly hidden 
by a scroll to hide Ruysch’s uncertainty on the west coast, and at the bottom, he narrates 
that Portuguese ships have observed land at 40 degrees but have not yet found the 
southern end. Here, we see how he uses various strategies to hide and at the same 
time draw attention to his known unknowns.

Evidently, Ruysch’s New World was named and looked very different from Waldseemül
ler’s; and the same goes for his presentation of the Arctic. Thanks to his coniform projec
tion Ruysch also presents the complete top of the world. This region, however, is not 
empty, clouded, or existing of just sea. On Ruysch’s world map, the Far North is not 
unknown, not even a known unknown (Figure 4). On the contrary, exact knowledge is pre
sented: four islands, of which two are deserta, empty of people, consequently the other 
two, Aronphei and Hyperborei Europe (‘Europe beyond the northern wind’) must be 
inhabited. Around those islands, there is a mountain range, crossed by water streams. 
In the middle (at the North Pole) stands a magnetic mountain with a circumference of 
33 German miles, as Ruysch tells in the text just above. In hindsight, it is easy to 
dismiss this information as errors, lies, blunders, or myths, but that does not help us to 
understand Ruysch and his world. More insightfully would be to point out his (alleged) 
sources and the interplay between knowns and known unknowns.

In this text above his map, and quite rare, Ruysch immediately and elaborately tells 
where his information on the Arctic Pole came from, namely a book called Inventio Fortu
nata (‘the discovery of happiness’, or ‘the happy discovery’). Several scholars (Berg, 2018, 
153; Briså, 2020, 253; Van Duzer, 2006) have shown how this book was presumably written 
by a fourteenth-century English monk, presented to the English king, but lost at some 
point in history. A summary by a Dutch traveler, Jacobus Cnoyen, was also lost, but at 
least until the late sixteenth century, it had been studied and used by scholars.

One of them was Gerard Mercator, with whom this article started. In 1577, he discussed 
Cnoyen’s text in a letter to John Dee (Berg, 2018, 150–154; Taylor, 1956). While, as we have 
seen above, in 1538, Mercator’s Arctic was ‘further unknown’, a few decades later this 
would be quite different. In 1569, Mercator presented the projection that would later 
bear his name on a large map consisting of 18 sheets. The advantage of the Mercator pro
jection is that straight lines on Earth are also straight lines on the map, making it easier to 
navigate. The disadvantage is that such a map does not show relatively true distances or 
sizes, especially near the Far North and South (Monmonier, 2004). All meridians are 
straight vertical lines on the map, while actually, they converge at the Pole, thus the 
Poles are impossible to present. Mercator was very well aware of this, and to compensate, 
his 1569 world map provides a small inset map in polar projection. ‘ …  we have deemed it 
necessary to repeat here the extremes of our representation and to join thereto the parts 
remaining to be represented as far as the Pole’, Mercator writes in a cartouche above this 
small circular map (‘Text,’ 1932). This apparently concerns only the top of the world. While 
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there is an even more considerable portion of the Antarctic left to the imagination on his 
large world map, Mercator apparently did not think it necessary to insert a South Pole 
inset map as well. He does not comment on this omission. Mercator does not write any
where that a region is terra incognita, and on his large map, he has clearly delineated a 
Southland. He covers this land, however, completely with cartouches so as not to have 
to fill it with geographical features. In some instances, in the texts on the map, Mercator 
feels obliged to discuss and defend his sources, for example regarding John Mandeville 
on the ‘unknown’ Southland (‘he tells some fables, but he is not to be disregarded’).

As to the North, there are even less doubts or uncertainties present, neither on the 
large map nor on the inset map. Here, we encounter lands immediately reminiscent of 
Ruysch, and Mercator indeed refers to Cnoyen in his text. The cartographer does not 
seem to have doubted the monk who wrote Inventio Fortunata or middleman Cnoyen. 
The map-reader learns about four islands that lie around the Pole. The one to the east 
is inhabited by Pygmies. Four rivers separate the islands, the ocean rushes in via nineteen 
mouths, some of the channels freeze for part of the year, and some do not because of the 
rapid current. The black rock in the middle is 33 leagues round and extremely high. The 

Figure 4. Ruysch’s world map (1507), detail of the top of the map.
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only difference with Ruysch’s presentation is that Mercator’s rock is not magnetic. Trying 
to explain what seafarers knew as compass variation (the compass needle not pointing to 
the geographical North Pole but to the magnetic North Pole), the location of the magnetic 
mountain is changed to just outside the four islands. By zooming in we can also discern 
some uncertainty on Mercator’s behalf since the map provides two possible positions of 
the magnetic pole, one with respect to Cabo Verde, and the other to the island of Corvo. 
This strategy is comparable with Greenland on Olaus’ map: presenting several options, 
even while knowing that they cannot both be true (although they can both be wrong). 
Much, if not all, of Mercator’s North Pole rendering could, from a modern viewpoint, be 
filed under myths, lies, blunders, fantasy, or just incorrect knowledge. However, these 
were sixteenth-century facts, the information Mercator had at his disposal, presented in 
the way he thought fit.

New lands and unfinished ends

Mercator’s contemporary and compatriot Abraham Ortelius compiled his Terrarum Orbis 
Terrarum, considered the first modern Atlas, in 1570 (Van den Broecke et al., 1998; Binding, 
2003). The book starts with a world map that seems clear at first sight: land and sea, no 
unfinished lands except at the bottom of the globe. On the map, this part is called Terra 
Australis Nondum Cognita, the not-yet-known southland. The nondum indicates Ortelius’ 
belief in progress, more knowledge is to be discovered just beyond the horizon. In the text 
on the verso (Van den Broecke, 2009) however, especially in the Dutch version, Ortelius 
betrays much more uncertainty: he tells that it is not yet known if America is attached 
to Asia, that about the Southland only little is known, and that New Guinea is thought 
to be a part of it (Ortelius, 1571, 1). This last part contrasts with to his map, where the 
text near the island at the far left tells us that about Nova Guinea it has recently been dis
covered that it is uncertain whether this is an island or a part of the Southland. This 
demonstrates how discoveries not only bring new knowledge but (at first) more uncer
tainty. Furthermore, it shows the importance of constantly comparing text and visuals 
on and around a map.

Regarding the Far North on Ortelius’ world map, we see four islands reminiscent of 
Mercator and Ruysch, but they are only delineated, not described. Only ‘Nova Zemla’ is 
named. This literally ‘new land’ (in Russian) was discovered in the 1550s by the English 
explorer Hugh Willoughby and had apparently found its way to world maps from the 
Low Countries. Further on in the Theatrum, as the very last countries of Europe, ‘the 
Nordic lands’ or ‘Scandia’ received a regional map and accompanying text (Ortelius, 
1570, 81, 1571, 45). In the Latin version, Ortelius discusses different names of different 
lands and his sources, Olaus and Ziegler amongst others. He also quite extensively 
demonstrates his uncertainty: Greenland is little known, and Frisland was not known in 
ancient times, he states. In the Dutch version of the Theatrum, Ortelius as well says he 
cannot say much about Frisland because it is very unknown, and calls Greenland ‘only 
recently known’. He mentions Grocland (‘to be found on Mercator’s map’ – Ortelius appar
ently does not want to take full responsibility). ‘Further north it is not known if there is 
land or sea, even though several fables of it are told.’ Another story on the northern 
lands Ortelius calls ‘truly or fabulous’, thus leaving the decision to his reader, priming 
them not to take this knowledge for granted. He does not mention the Inventio Fortunata, 
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even while he obviously had studied Mercator’s work. All these insertions in the text on 
the verso of the map demonstrate Ortelius’s uncertainty on the geographical features 
of this area. On the map of the Nordic lands, however, there are no such doubts or uncer
tain lands: Frisland and Greenland are filled with geographical features, and even the obli
gatory Pygmies are found on the most northern island on the map. The further north, the 
more Ortelius resembles Mercator’s North Pole map, probably for lack of alternative 
knowledge.

Mercator had died in 1594. A year later his son Rumold published his most complete 
Atlas so far. For the first time, a separate map of the Arctic was included in such a collec
tion (Mercator, 1595) (Figure 5), not as a part of Europe but as a continent comparable 
with America and Africa. This map is extended to 60 degrees northern latitude, but for 
the rest he presents almost the same view and borders as in the abovementioned inset 
map on Mercator’s 1569 world map. Mercator included some new knowledge in the 
area of the White Sea and the Kara Sea, presumably introduced by English and Dutch 
traders and explorers who had started to sail there in the meantime. Thus, we see 
Nova Zembla and Willoughby’s Land (allegedly discovered by Willoughby as well) on 

Figure 5. Mercator’s North Pole map (1595).
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this map. Those are in no way presented as being uncertain. There is, however, a remark
able difference in the density of geographical information between Europe (and Green
land) on the one hand, and America on the other, which suggests less knowledge of 
the latter. Asia lies in between. Implicit uncertainties can also be discerned in newly 
added texts where Mercator refers to his sources. He explicitly mentions Marco Polo 
and Pliny in the northern parts of Asia, and ‘only one Spanish report’ on California. We 
can wonder if here we encounter typical Renaissance classical name-dropping and inter
textuality or a scholar who does not want to take full responsibility for the knowledge he 
provides.

In the same year, to be precise in June 1594, a Dutch fleet commenced on the first of 
three voyages to find a northeast passage to China (L’Honoré Naber, 1914, 1917; Van 
Netten, 2020b). This route would be much shorter than sailing via the Cape of Good 
Hope. Besides, no hostile Iberian ships would be encountered, and the climate was 
thought to be colder, thus healthier, for cargo and crew. The Dutch were adamant that 
this route would be feasible, partly based on the cartographical possibilities as presented 
for example on the maps of Ortelius and Mercator. Discussions only took place on which 
route to sail beyond the known parts of Norway and Muskovy. The different possibilities 
are illustrated by a series of world maps by the Dutch clergyman and geographer Petrus 
Plancius, one of the avid stimulators of these endeavors. In 1590 he depicts Nova Zembla 
attached to the North Pole lands (like Ortelius), four years later it is depicted as an island. 
Plancius seems to have believed in an open Arctic Sea, but for lack of other sources, he still 
presents Mercator’s four islands (Plancius, 1594).

A third voyage, again led by Willem Barentsz, sailed in 1596, staying close to the Pole, 
where they believed there would be less ice. However, the ship became stuck on the 
northeast of Nova Zembla, the men built themselves a house and most of them survived 
the Arctic Winter. Barentsz died on the journey home, but the map he made of the region 
was printed in Amsterdam in 1598.

This map (Barentsz, 1598) conveys new discoveries as well as uncertainties in several 
forms (Figure 6). There is completely new land (‘het nieuwe land’, nowadays known as 
Spitsbergen) and Bear Island. Willoughby’s Land is gone, since Barentsz was quite 
adamant about its non-existence. In the Far North, around the Pole, we only find the 
words Polus Arcticus. For the rest, above 80 degrees northern latitude, the world is com
pletely empty. No more islands, no Pygmies, also no mention of ice or frozen seas. In the 
far East and West (from a European perspective; on the top of this map in polar projec
tion), certain knowledge based on earlier maps, stories and, for example, Pliny was 
simply repeated, like Grocland and Cape Tabin. The difference is that while these 
coasts are mostly just lines and some names of lands in a relatively large type, the 
‘known’ coasts (i.e. known from experience) are much more detailed, adorned with 
small islands and full of names of places and bays in a small italic font. By using a 
different design, the mapmaker shows the difference in the underlying knowledge. The 
mapmaker also showed uncertainty, by deliberately leaving out some coastlines, as on 
the north of Greenland and the east of Nova Zembla. Immediately south of where they 
wintered, the coastline stops. Obviously, this should not be reads as a coastline that actu
ally stops, but as a lack of information.

When Mercator’s heir Hondius, in Amsterdam in 1606, published an updated version of 
his North Pole Map, nothing changed as to Pygmies and the four pole surrounding 
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islands, but the new empirical knowledge and uncertainty brought from Nova Zembla by 
Hondius’s fellow countrymen was added. In comparison with Mercator’s earlier North Pole 
maps, the form was adjusted, and the east coast of the island was omitted (Gravon, 2024). 
While this had been a feature of portolan and other (more detailed) charts with which to 
navigate, in the seventeenth century, it became more common to omit parts of coastlines 
as well as halfway continents and islands on world maps. The sixteenth-century world 
maps discussed so far only have unfinished lands disappearing behind the frames of 
the map. A famous example of this new mode of presenting uncertainty is the world 
maps by Willem Jansz and his son Joan Blaeu (Zandvliet, 2022).

In their first Atlas (1635), they devote only a few lines to the north, however presenting 
it as a part of the world (Blaeu & Blaeu, 1635, fol.A1v). There is no map of this area. Their 
1635-world map though, shows what they know and where they are uncertain. Above the 
Arctic Circle (and nowhere else on this world map), coastlines are unfinished. The north of 
North America is hidden behind a large cartouche, Greenland is only suggestibly an 
island, Frisland and Iceland are there, no Island and Grocland. Willoughby’s Land is 
back in compared with Barentsz, but his other discoveries are shown: parts of Spitsbergen 
and Nova Zembla.

In their new edition of this Atlas (Blaeu & Blaeu, 1638) the Arctic gets a complete 
chapter and a map of its own (Figure 7). On the map, the area around the pole is 
empty, or at least without any geographical features; only the grid of longitude and lati
tude and compass lines are displayed. This can be considered the unmapping of the North 
Pole, which started with Barentsz (cf the unmapping of Africa later; Hellström, 2024). On 

Figure 6. Barentsz’s North Pole map (1598).
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Blaeu’s map, between Asia and America, the text read ‘incognita.’ The eastern coastline of 
Nova Zembla is left out, although, in some colored versions, the island is manually 
attached to mainland Asia. Willoughby Land and Frisland are gone. Apparently, by 
then, Blau was convinced of their non-existence. In the text, he suggests that people 
who put Frisland on a map must have slept, since there has never existed a Frisland, 
not even in Utopia (1638, fol. A1r). Blaeu does believe several classical scholars like 
Plinius, Mela and Herodotus on the Nordic peoples, but stories about Pygmies he dis
misses as ‘false rumors of merchants’. In the text, we see how the author struggles with 
all the different opinions and the credibility of different authors. In this Atlas, it seems 
certain that a passage to China can still be found.

On Blaeu’s enormous world map a decade later (Blaeu, 1648; Van Netten, 2020a), a new 
world view is set. As on Ortelius’ world map, new discoveries first led to more uncertain
ties, presented visually and textually on and around the map. Many more lands have 
unfinished coastlines (the east of Nova Zembla, not surprisingly, but also the lands that 
are nowadays known as Alaska, and recently ‘discovered’ Australia (Nova Hollandia) and 
New Zealand). In the text below the map, Blaeu is explicitly uncertain about the shape 
of the not yet discovered Southland and about the lands in the north, are they islands 
or parts of a continent? (Blaeu, 1648, XVII and XVII). Grocland and Frisland had perma
nently disappeared. It is curious to see how Willoughby’s Land is again to be found on 

Figure 7. Blaeu’s North Pole map (1667, first published in 1638).
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Blaeu’s map, like further east the capes and islands that are based on Pliny. Here, he hides 
his uncertainty, by presenting much older, even classical, knowledge.

In Blaeu’s multivolume Atlas Major (1662), there is even more attention given to the 
islands above the Arctic Circle. Unlike earlier Mercator and Ortelius, in Blaeu’s Atlases, 
the Arctic is elevated to count as a distinct part of the world (next to Europe, Asia, 
Africa, America and the ‘yet-unknown’ Southland). He himself states that this is innovative 
compared with earlier authors (Blaeu, 1662, fol.A1r). Blaeu narrates how these lands are 
annually visited by the Dutch and others and provides separate headings and many 
pages of text for consecutively Greenland, Jan Mayen Land, Spitsbergen, Nova Zembla, 
and several surrounding straits. Much of the information is based on Dutch travels in 
the 1590s. The farther north or east the more Blaeu has to rely on older writers and 
hearsay and includes many of what some modern authors would call ‘myths’, though 
he himself does not comment on this.

Conclusions and questions

In the second half of the seventeenth century, one and a half centuries after it was cartogra
phically ‘invented’, the Arctic area had become an accepted part of the world. In a way, for 
the greater part, the area was as unknown as hitherto. Some parts of northern Scandinavia, 
around Hudson Bay and the White Sea were now sailed by European merchants and 
whalers. But further north, west and east it was still terra incognita, where no one ventured.

We have seen how Scandinavia/Northern Europe was to be found on Medieval and 
Renaissance maps, but T and O maps as well as Ptolemaic maps did not allow for the 
North Pole. With new projections, the poles came into view (Garfield, 2013, chapter 3), 
first on top in conical form, and then brought to the center in heart-shaped maps, like 
the one with which this article started. The Arctic and the Antarctic were not unknown, 
but known unknown, rather uncertain. With the Mercator projection, the poles became 
again impossible to render on a map, and at the same time, this spurred Mercator to 
add a map in polar projection and bring the land beyond (or within, depending on 
your perspective) the Arctic Circle in full view.

Since then, western world maps are usually north-oriented and thus this part is to be 
found at the very periphery of knowledge, even if some Atlases, like Blaeu’s, started here. 
North Pole maps did not change much from Blaeu’s time forward, most of them were 
more or less based on Barentsz’ map, with no islands directly surrounding the North 
Pole, and Nova Zembla, Greenland, and North America ending non-descript and non-deli
neated – betraying the uncertainty of cartographers. No new lands were ‘discovered,’ and 
at the same time, decorative ships and sea monsters disappeared from maps. In this 
unmapping process that is often associated with a more scientific outlook, pygmies and 
magnetic mountains went with them (Hellström, 2024).

Only in the nineteenth century, new discoveries were made, and in the early twentieth 
century, for the first time, men reached the North Pole. But that is a different story that 
falls outside the scope of this article. It would be interesting though, especially since map
makers still struggle with how to present uncertain and changing knowledge on the 
Arctic, for example as to melting ice caps. Another desideratum would be to include 
globes in this research. The oldest surviving globe, for example, the so-called Erdapfel 
(earth-apple), from 1492, includes the islands mentioned in the Inventio Fortunata.
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Ruysch’s and Mercator’s knowledge of these islands was not uncertain. They had 
certain knowledge of this part of the world and this is how it was presented. It demon
strates the importance of distinguishing between (assumed) knowns, unknown 
unknowns (ignorance), and known unknowns (uncertainty). For the last category, we 
have seen how cartographers used various strategies to mark where they were not 
sure about their knowledge. The Arctic is a fascinating case in point, but hopefully, this 
contribution spurs others to approach more maps and regions. Sometimes uncertainties 
are discernible on the map, sometimes only when comparing several states or editions of 
the same map. Uncertainty was demonstrated by omitting (coastlines), and even more 
often by adding elements, like covering the North Pole in clouds, ice, cartouches or 
compass lines. Text was perhaps even more important than graphics, from simply 
writing terra incognita to sentences on the map or long explanations surrounding the 
map (on the perimap). These texts should not be underestimated, let alone ignored, in 
cartographical research.

Early modern mapmakers used the knowledge they had at their disposal in the way 
they thought fit. In a dynamic process, various sources were combined, from classical 
authorities and older maps to presumed thirteenth century travelers and later eyewitness 
accounts. This amalgam should not be considered as (partly) consisting of (ever less) lies, 
errors and myths, but as contemporary knowledge and practices. Applying modern ideas 
and categories of truth and false, fact and fiction is not helpful in examining early modern 
maps. Focusing on the edges of their knowledge, their liminal spaces, their innovations, 
and their professed uncertainties, yields insights into their definitions, their convictions, 
their discussions, and the outset of their voyages. It allows us to nuance and complicate 
notions of precision and progress.
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