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Centrality, Marginality and Distance:
Britain’s Changing Location
on the Map of the World

Fabienne Mithelet

This essay examines the vanations of Britain’s location in antique and
medieval representations of the orbis terrae. 1t analyzes the various strate-
gies Anglo-Saxon authors developed to redefine the situation of their
island in a wider continental geography, thereby remapping Europe’s
northern limits. Focusing on selected historical and cartographic sour-
ces, this article investigates what is at stake in geographical positioning,
and it questions the location of the centre and the evaluation of distance
as well as the links existing between localization and identity. It con-
tends that insular authors, minimizing or transcending the distance sepa-
rating their homeland from a Mediterranean centre of civilization,
elaborate a new centrality around their island.

In his Geagraphy, the first-century Greek scholar Strabo offers a descrip-
tion of Britain. He mentions its ldcation, size and natural resources, be-
fore turning his attention to the island’s inhabitants. He says:

The following is an indication of their size: I myself, in. Rome, saw mere
lads towering as much as half a foot above the tallest people in the city, al-
though they were bandy-legged and presented no fair lines anywhere else in
their figure. (I1. 4. 5. 2, 255) | '

If the Britons stand out in the crowd, it is not simply because of their -
size: it is above all because Strabo portrays them as ugly and misshapen.
A few lines below, proceeding with his unflattering portrayal of the
Britons, the Greek geographer stigmatizes their customs when he de-
clares that “their habits ate in patt like those of the Celt, but in part
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more simple and barbaric [. . .]” (il 4. 5. 2, 255). In this ethnographic
account therefore, the Britons’ physical alterity is reflected in their
primitive behaviour.

In the geography outlined by Strabo’s text, Bntam lies in the dis-
tance, near the limits of inhabitable lands, a limit which the geographer
situates in Ierne (Ireland). Reflecting on the northern end of the wotld,
Strabo observes that:

[. . ] modern scientific writers ate not able to speak of any country north of
Ierne, which lies to the north of Britain and near thereto, and is the home
of men who are complete savages and lead a miserable existence because of
the cold; and therefore, in my opinion, the northern limit of our inhabited
world 1s to be placed there. (I. 2. 5. 8, 443)

Terne is the only land to be found north of Britain, and the two islands
lie near one another. There is a gradation toward savageness in Strabo’s
text: the further north one goes, the wilder the lands and the people be-
come. Britain is remote from a Mediterranean centre of civilization, and
its inhabitants are unattractive brutes whose customs are barbaric. They
do not compare favourably with the Romans.

Seven centuries later, the Anglo-Saxon historian Bede gives another
account of the impression Britain’s inhabitants make in Rome, in a fa-
mous episode of his Eeclesiastical History of the English People. In this anec-
dote, Anglo-Saxon slave boys are put up for sale in 2 Roman market.
They catch Gregory’s eye, and the future Pope is struck by their beauty:

[Gregory] uidisse inter alia pueros uenales positos candidi corporis ac ue-
nusti uultus, capillorum quoque forma egregia. Quos cum aspiceret, interro-
gauit, ut aiunt, de qua regione uel terra essent adlati; dictumque est quia de
Brittania insula, cuius incolae talis essent aspectus.! (1. 1, 132)

Bede’s insular boys also stand out in 2 Roman crowd, but this time, it is
their fairness that draws attention. Gregory inquires further about who
these youths are. More precisely, he wants to learn the name of their
people, of their king and their place of origin. These questions are the
occasion for Gregory’s famous puns which transform the Angl into an-

1«As well as other merchandise he [Gregory] saw some boys put up for sale, with fair
complexions, handsome faces, and lovely hair. On seeing them he asked, so it is said,
from what region or land they bad been brought. He was told that they came from the
island of Britain, whose inhabitants were like that in appearance.” The translations are
from this-same edition.
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gels, their kingdom Deiri into “de ira”, the divine wrath from which they
are snatched, and the name of their king, &/, becomes “alleluia,”

injunction to sing God’s praise. Bede thus reads in the answers given to
his questions God’s plan for the Anglo-Saxons in Britain: their beauty
reveals that they are in fact proleptic Christians, and it announces the
special role they have been granted in religious history. '

These anecdotes present two radically different pictures of Bntam
and its inhabitants. Yet this discrepancy is not surprising as it reflects
their authors’ respective positions. The former account is the work of
someone from the Mediterranean world who situates Britain in the dis-
tance and who links it to the wildness traditionally associated with the
periphery. The author of the latter episode is a native of the British Isles
who identifies himself as one of the English whose history 1s being re-
corded.? He rewrites his homeland as a significant place in Chtistendom
and his own people as elected even when they were still pagan. Curi-
ously however, Bede does not negate the distance separating his home-
~ land from the continent, for Gregory does not know who the slave boys
are, where they come from and who their king is.

~ Despite their idiosyncrasies, these two anecdotes share some impor-
tant features: they both associate identity with localization and invite us
to question how geographical distance is measured and appreciated. The
present contribution to the exploration of the “space of English,” or
rather, of the “space of the English” intends to trace the variations of
their ancestral homeland’s position in classical and medieval representa-
tions of the world. It will compare antique with Anglo-Saxon views of
the wotld, with special attention to the geography of northern Europe.
My focus will be on Tacitus’s 4grico/a, as well as on the geographical
sections of two historical chronicles (the opening of Bede’s Ewlesiastical
History and of the Old English translation of Orosius’s Historzes against the
Pagans). To this material, I will add selections from another important
body of geographical learnmg, namely eatly medieval mappae mundi (the
Albt and the Cotton maps).

In what follows, I will investigate what is at stake in geographical po-
sitioning and I will question the nature and evaluation of distance. For,
reflecting on these questions, Jacques Le Goff reminds us that “la Jecal -
wation est un processus didentification” which inscribes sameness and differ-

2 In the preface to the Ecclesiastical History (2), Bede identifies himself as one of the 4ngh.
He rejoices that King Ceolwulf wants to know more about “nostrae gentis uires inlus-
es.” The pronoun nestra includes Ceolwulf and Bede, as well as the medieval audience.
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ence in space (836, emphasis Le Goff). According to mediéval thinking
indeed, the position an individual or a people cccupies 1s part of their
identity: far from being a mere topographical accident? it is, on the
contrary, a2 crucial ingredient in any process of self-definition. Conse-
quently, the estimation of distance, geographical location and questions
of identity and self-definition are closely related issues.*

Although common sense readily recognizes that any act of repte-
sentation is shaped by ideological or political assumptions, my purpose
here 1s not to study the distortions that affect the depiction of the sut-
rounding world. To situate the locus of my investigation more precisely,
my reflection on space comprises three levels of analysis.> The first deals
with the topographic reality in which a soctety lives. It calls for a study
of the salient features of the landscape or the distribution of the popu-
lation in the countryside: it examines how a physical space is occupied,
dominated and transformed. The second level of analysis 1s the culture
of space, by which T mean the space of the scholar, the concepts and
ideas about space that are transmitted through tradition. This body of
knowledge is inscribed in an intellectizal history and is subject to change
as a2 result of new scientific developments. Space as a mental structure
constitutes the last aspect of this threefold division. It examines the af-
fective connotations that are conferred on space and otientation, that is,
the spatial imagination of an individual or a society. For instance, the
oppositions high / low or central / peripheral usually go hand-in-hand
with positive and negative overtones. Contrasting with the historical
perspective inherent in a culture of space, these values tend to endure
through time and to be transmitted through the generations of a given
culture with little change.

My focus here is on the interplay between the second and third levels
of analysis, namely between tradition ~ the position of Britain on the
map of the world — and the affective connotations granted to localiza-
tion. I contend that a spatial representation received through tradition
can.challenge the way a group perceives its geographical location and, as
a result, itself. In a reverse movement, the varicus biases attached to lo-

3 See Zumthor 51-55. ‘

4 I pursue these issues further in my recently completed doctoral dissertation: “Creation,
Migration and Conquest: Imaginary Geography and Sense of Space in Old English Lit-
erature.” :

3 My own thinking on space and spatial representations 1s greatly indebted to the works
of Paul Zumthor, Jacques Le Goff and Hensi Lefebvre,




Britain’s Changing Location 55

calization and the spatial presuppositions underlying any sense of self
may also modify a spatial image received from tradition.

Classical learning situates Britain in the periphery. In addition to
Strabo who places the home of the Britons near the limit of the inhabit-
able world, one could mention among others Pliny the Elder and Soli-
nus. In his Natural History, Pliny locates Britain far away from the cont-
nent. The island is facing Germany, Gaul and Spain “magno intervallo
adversa”® (1v. 16. 102, 348). Solinus clearly opposes Britain to the rest of
Europe: “finis erat orbis ora Gallici litoris, nisi Brittania insula non
qualibet amplitudine nomen paene orbis alterius mereretur™? (22. 1, 99-
100). Solinus expresses Britain’s alterity by comparing it to another
world set beyond the limit of the ecumene. This image draws attention
to the ssland’s size, but 1t also suggests that Britain 1s separated from the
rest of Europe, not only geograpmcally, but also by its very nature: it is a
radically different place.

One could multiply at will examples of a tradition which relegates
Britain to the periphery and which constructs the gap separating it from
the continent as a sign of the island’s otherness. Yet some texts, such as
Tacitus’s .Agricola, have a particularly complex articulation of proximity
and distance. The Roman historian follows the convention that confines
Britain to the margins; he implies that there 1s no land to the north of it
when he says: “[. . ] septentrionalia eius, nullis contra terris, uasto
atque aperto mari pulsantur’® (10. 2, 8). A few lines below, he adds that
Agricola was the first to discover its mnsularity: “hanc oram [north of
Scotland] nouissimi maris tunc primum Romana classis circumuecta in-
sulam esse Britanniam adfirmauit™ (10. 5, 8). In Tacitus’s European ge-
| ography, Britain is the remotest of all lands, it lies in the “last sea” (the
novam mare) and has remained, until Agricola’s coming, uncharted and
unknown. Its northern borders were not precisely defined until the Ro-
man governor’s expedition mapped and surveyed this outlying corner of
the world. The mention of the circumnavigation of Britain also indicates
that Agricola literally encompasses and symbolically appropriates the is-
land. Tacitus’s narrative therefore claims the whole of Britain for the

6 “scross a great distance.” Unless otherwise specified, translations are my own. -
7 “the sea coast of Gaul was the end of the world except that the island of Britain, of
_ whatever size it be, almost deserves the name of another world.”
8 <[ . ] its [Britain’s] northern shores alone have no lands facing them, but are beaten
by the wastes of open sea.”

9 “for the first time, the Roman fleet sailed round the shore of the last sea and eatab—
hahed that Britain was an stand.”
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known world, an interpretation that is supported by the name the Brit-
ish chief Calgacus later gives his Roman enemies: raptores orbis!® (30. 6,
24). Agricola’s journey explores a distant land and in so doing annexes it
to the Roman sphere of control.

Britain’s remoteness is again foregrounded in the speech Tacitus at-
tributes to Calgacus. Interestingly, in these lines, distance becomes
something positive, for the insular leader declares that it is his home-
land’s remoteness and obscurity that have preserved his tribe’s inde-
pendence. Calgacus is moreover aware that the periphery may appeal to
some when he observes that “omne ignotum pro magnifico est”!! (30.
4, 24). The distance that usually signifies barbarism becomes appealing
and 1mvites exploration and conquest.

Throughout the Agricola, Tacitus plays with the topos that views
Britain as a remote land. He uses it to enhance the achievements of his
hero who has mapped an outlying island. Furthermore, by investing
" with positive meaning the distance separating Britain from a Roman
centre of civilization, the historian suggests that his protagonist took
control over the desirable home of proud and sovereign watriors, over
the last free corner of the world. If remoteness is usually suspect, always
a place of possible monstrosity and savageness, it can also shelter free-
- dom and marvels.

- From the classical tradition, Anglo-Saxon authors receive a geogra-
phy wherein their island lies in the distance; they write against a back-
ground which confines them to the fringes of the world. This outlook
was likely to pose problems to the inhabitants of the British Isles, for
centre and periphery, distances and boundaries are relative concepts that
are functions of the subject’s point of view, and the Anglo-Saxons most
probably did not experience themselves as marginal and peripheral}? I
now wish to examine their reaction to their relegation to the margins.
How do they perceive the geography of northern Europe, and especially
Britain’s position in this spatial layout? Do they modify the world pic-
ture they receive from tradition? And if so, how?

10 “thieves of the world.”

11 «31] that is unknown is magnified.”
12 See Bridges 70-72.
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To answer these questions, I propose first to look at two medieval
mappae mundi and at the place they assign to Britain. I will then compare
this visual evidence to what Bede and the translator of the Ol English
Orosius have to say about Britain’s 1ocation_. When reflecting on carto-
graphic evidence, and especially evidence dating from the Middle Ages,
it 1s cructal to bear in mind that a map is not an a-historical and trans-
cultural entity. Mediating between the world and the viewer, it is a gra-
phic representation whose apparent transparency is misleading.!3 For
the map always conveys more than purely geographical information: it
betrays its maker’s cosmological, symbolic, political or religious view of
the world.!* Medieval maps are not reliable depictions of an external re-
ality: they are symbolic and ideological artefacts, and an analysis of Brit-
am’s position in these representations of the world can bring to light
some of the assumptions which presided over the drawing of the map.

Britain is on the edge of the world in one of the earliest medieval
depictions of the ecumene: the coarse map reproduced below and found
on folio 57+ in the manuscript 29 of the Albi Library.!5 The manuscript
is an eighth-century miscellanea originating from Spain or southwestern
France, and the map precedes geographical extracts.

Die Bildrechte sind nicht freigegeben
Le droit a I'i'mage n'est pas approuve

The publication rights are not released

13 See Jacob 29-30.

14 1acob 36.

13 The size of the original map is 290 x 230 mm. The sketch of the map is from Miller
11 58.
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The Albi mapmaker shaped the earth like a horseshoe surrounded by
the traditional Outer Ocean. The map is oriented toward the east, with
Asia at the top, Europe on the left and Africa on the right. The Mediter-
ranean is the extent of water reaching within the semicircle of lands.
Britania is placed in the ocean, opposite to Lipania, at the very bottom
left-hand corner of the map. It is alone in lying in the Outer Ocean: all
the other sslands that are depicted on the map, such as Corsica, Sardinia,
Sicifia, Creta and Cyprus, are included within the land masses.

If the actual geography of Europe and its islands is reflected in this
spatial orgamzatt_on (Britain is situated toward the northwest and islands
such as Corsica, Sardinia, etc. in the Mediterranean), the map neverthe--
less stresses Britain’s isolation, for it i1s the only place lying beyond the
circle of lands represented by the horseshoe. Moreover, neither the
~ shape of the island nor that of the European coastline suggests any rela-
tionship between the two places. The northern shores of the continental
land masses are not indented in accordance with the shape of the island
facing it, since the mapmaker adopts a conventional rounded or oval
shape when drawing coastlines. Visually thetefore, the Albi map clearly
isolates Britain from the rest of the world.

Contrasting with this southern and early map, the Cotton mappa
mundi was produced in England before the Norman Conquest. Pre-
served in British Library Cotton Tiberius B. V, part 1 £ 56%, a bilingual
manuscript containing writings both in Latin and in Old English, this
map 1s the only one surviving from the Anglo-Saxon period, probably
dating back to the tenth century.'® The Cotton map provides a striking
depiction of northern Europe. The British Isles take up a large portion
‘of the map, much larger in fact than their actual size would allow for.
Moreover, the map offers a fairly accurate depiction of this part of the
world. This may be due to the rectangular shape of the picture — Whn:h
would facilitate the drawing of this “corner” of the world. More likely
however, the map drew on better, more accurate lnformatlon about
| northwestern Europe ' w®

16 The size of the original map is 210 x 170 mm. The map is discussed in McGuirk 79-
86. . '
17 McGurk 80.
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Commentine- on this mabta mundi. Patrick McGurk observes that the
extra space granted by the rectangular shape of the map was used to
depict NOt land masses, but seas and inlands.'® In this novel representation
of northern Europe, Britain is surrounded by various islands, such as
Island, the Orcades, Tylen and Hibernia. Although the uneven outline
adopted by the mapmaker in his depiction of the coastlines is as much a
convention as the geometrical shapes found in the Albi map,'® the
indentation Of Britain's seashores matches that of the corresponding
continental |ittoral. The British Isles are shown in their correct position
opposite the French coast.?°

When Anglo-Saxon scholars draw a mappa mundi therefore, they
prove reluctant to isolate their island in the distance. They resort to
mapping strategies that assign to their homeland a new location on the
map of the world. In the Cotton map, Britain is granted pre-eminence
because it is allowed to occupy so much space in this representation of
the world. The depiction of its coastlines emphasizes the relation uniting
it to the continent. By including Britain within the broad outline of the
land masses and by enclosing it in a cluster of islands, the Anglo-Saxon
mapmaker grants his own country a new, regional centrality.?!

Moving from graphic to textual representations of the world, |
would like now to examine the first chapter of the ninth-century Old
English translation of Orosius's Histories against the Pagans, before
returning, by way of conclusion, to Bede's Ecclesiastical History. The
vernacular translator took many liberties with Orosius's text when depicting

northern Europe, possibly in an attempt to clarify the geography of
this region. Yet the modifications brought to the source text have a
wider import, remapping the septentrional end of the continent. |t
would be beyond the scope of this paper to present an exhaustive analysis

of the Old English Orosius's opening section, and | will limit my
comments t0 @ report interpolated in the translation, namely Ohthere's
travel account.?> Ohthere is a Norwegian traveller who journeys north;
he passes the North Cape and reaches the White Sea. He presents himself
as an explorer heading towards wild lands. He declares that he

18 McGurk 83.

¥ McGurk 82.

2° McGurk 80.

21 For a different view of Britain's position on the Cotton Map, see Howe, "An Angle
on this Earth" 12.

2. This interpolation took place before the composition of the Lauderdale manuscript,
dated from the tenth century. See Barely Xxiii.
























