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Correcting Arctic Knowledge. Uncertain Islands and
Animals in Far North
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Throughout history, the Far North has been a place of myths, fables, and adventures. This sounds attractive,
but we have to realize that what we think mythical creatures or ghost islands, were once accepted knowledge.
But not all stories were believed by all.

In this talk I follow western-European (mostly Dutch and English) scholarly knowledge, or proclaimed knowl-
edge, from the 15th to the 18th century. My focus will be on zoological and cartographical knowledge. Which
animals allegedly lived in the North, what was known about their appearance and behaviour, and how did
they relate to humans? Moreover, where did they live? What was known about the islands in the frozen (or
perhaps navigable) sea?

By sorting out the instances where earlier ideas and assumptions were explicitly doubted and corrected, this
talk yields new insights in the production of new knowledge. How did scholars try to refute what they
thought false? From the 16th century onwards, first the English and later the Dutch started to sail the Arctic
seas. What was the relationship between received, classical, bookish knowledge and traveller’s exploration
and observation? And what can we learn from
these knowledge making processes?
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