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Tartary to nationhood
“With the map the country shall be built”. Substituting 
the word ‘map’ for ‘law’, the title and opening sentence 
of a 600-page doorstopper on the work of Norway’s 
topographic service, Med kart skal landet bygges, quote 
a 13th century law which was part of the first nation-
wide legal system. The basic purpose of Kartverket, the 
Norwegian Mapping Authority, and its predecessors could 
not be stated more clearly. 

People in charge of a country want to know 
what exactly they’re in charge of. This may lead to 
disappointments – Louis XIV is said to have complained 
that Cassini’s improved cartographic techniques lost 
him more land than he had won in war – but in 1855 
the director of the Norwegian topographic service was 
pleased to report to the Ministry of Interior that his staff 
had determined that the country was around 7,000 sq. km. 
larger than previously assumed. 

A century before, a Norwegian historian travelling 
his own country wrote that the maps then available were 
no better than those of Tartary or Africa. Farmers and 
Sami herders of course had sophisticated mental maps, but 
these were of limited use for the country-wide overview at 
which cartographers aimed. Their topographic knowledge, 
however, would eventually prove to be of great value for 
large-scale maps and gazetteers. By the time Norway 
became independent in 1905, the efforts of the topographic 
service had not only increased the country’s size, but 
also the knowledge of its natural and cultural resources, 
and strengthened the sense of nationhood by raising the 
awareness of its beauty among ordinary citizens.

A country in outline
After another border war, the Danish and Swedish kings 
(Norway was part of Denmark) concluded that it would 
help the cause of peace if both countries knew whose was 
what. The border was fixed between 1738 and 1751. Its 

length was about 2,200 km, and modern measurements 
show that the border survey was only 0.2 % out, a 
respectable result given the available technologies and 
terrain. The survey was documented on a strip map at scale 
1:20,000 – 1: 40,000. 

Where the border, usually a straight line between 
two landmarks, was to be situated was determined by 
asking people in settlements in the area where they 
went to church or where they paid taxes; the respective 
authorities would either be Danish-Norwegian or Swedish. 
In the empty North, the determination of the border was 
guided by watersheds and rivers. In the extreme northeast 
determining what exactly belonged to Norway, Sweden 
and Russia was politically tricky, and the border was not 
fixed until the 1820s (by which time Norway was in a 
union with Sweden). 

The next job was making reliable maps of the 
coastline in response to the growing needs of commercial 
shipping, initially as far as the Trondheim area - there was 
comparatively little economic activity further north. A line 
following the coast, without indentations, comes to about 
2,600 kilometres, and resources for precise mapping were 
not available. The published maps were therefore usually 
large scale: 1:225,000. Mapping started in 1795, the last 
map appearing in 1803; North-Norway followed a couple 
of decades later. 

Patchy pictures
When the ur-Kartverket, Norges Grændsers Oppmaaling 
(the Norwegian Border Survey), was established in 1773, 
its name indicated exactly what it did. But the emerging 
outline had to be filled in, not least because relations 
with Sweden weren’t quite what they are nowadays. The 
military needed to know exactly what the local situation 
was in areas where combat might take place. Between the 
late 1770s and 1808 this resulted in a series of 1: 10,000 
maps of the east of the southern ‘bulge’ of the country. 
These were topographic sketches similar to the Roy maps 
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of Scotland rather than topographic maps in the modern 
sense. Work also started on the mapping of the country’s 
resources with cadastral and forest maps. 

An idea of the shape and character of the country 
began to emerge. Three basic map types based on 
triangulation (illustrated by map fragments from the 
Jotunheimen mountains) then completed the picture in the 
19th century: 

The Amtskart or county map, scale 1:200,000 (Fin-
nmark – Norwegian Lapland – was mapped at 
1:500,000). Work on the series, which used a conic 
projection, started in the 1820s, the last sheet appearing 
in 1917. As the name indicates, these were made on a 
county-by-county basis. “The skills of the individual 
surveyor ... played a decisive role in the result.”1 Not 
surprisingly, according to the same author, the results  
look like works of art rather than maps.

The northern end of the Norwegian-Swedish border was left hanging in the air (see lower right-hand corner 
of the picture) to avoid conflicts with Russia. The big cairns erected then (centre picture) still mark the border. 
(Source: Kartverket)
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The Rektangelkart, scale 1:100,000, which began to 
appear in the 1860s. As the name indicates, these were 
rectangular, covering an area of 5x3 Norwegian miles 
(1 Norwegian mile equalled 11.295 km at the time). 
Times were changing and a better country-wide map 
than the Amstkart  was needed. But the cylindrical pro-
jection caused distortions as the maps’ distance to the 
prime meridian increased; and when the last in the se-
ries appeared in 1939, Finnmark had not been mapped 
yet.

The 1:100,000 Gradteigskart, which used a polyhedral 
projection to correct the distortions of the Rektan-
gelkart. Each sheet measured 20’ of a parallel by 30’ 
of a meridian; in the north, because meridian conver-
gence, the size was 20’x1°. The series was started in 
the 1890s but remained incomplete as the first UTM-
based maps, whose production was initiated with US 
support after Norway joined NATO, began to appear 
in the 1950s. These M711 maps, as they were called, 
were the first to cover all of Norway uniformly and at 
scale 1:50,000.

Why the slow, patchy progress? The climate limited field 
work to a few months of the year; map makers worked in 
what is arguably the hardest terrain in Europe; and before 
oil, money was tight. Budgets for training, instruments, 
field work and printing were small, and the mapping 
of a land area of over 300,000 sq. km. often competed 
with coastal and hydrographic mapping. Reprints were 
sometimes based on field work done around a century 

earlier. When the first M711 maps appeared, all the old 
maps were still on sale; for some areas only a revised 
Amtskart was available. 

Amtskart Kristians Amt central, 1849  
(Source: Kartverket)

Rektangelkart Galdhøpiggen, 1880  
(Source: Kartverket)

Gradteigskart Gjende west, 1938  
(Source: Kartverket)
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Exploring the home country
As we have seen, map-making originally focused on 
what mattered for military purposes: topography and 
such infrastructure as existed. This soon expanded to the 
depiction of coastlines, forests and farms. Then information 
on other economic resources and activities like sawmilling 
and mining was added. With the growth of nationalism and 
the increasing fascination with encyclopaedic knowledge 
in the 19th century, the topographic service pushed for a 
complete description of the land, including local history 
and customs, as “such an undertaking would be of the 
greatest importance for people’s knowledge of specific 
conditions in all of the country”2. Between 1885 and 
1905, this resulted in twenty volumes of the gazetteer-type 
publication Norges Land og Folk, one for each county. 

The topographic service also responded to the need 
for large-scale maps of the Kristiania (Oslo) area as the 
better-off urbanites began to discover the outdoors. Outdoor 
activities expanded rapidly from the 1860s onwards, and 
soon the other topographic maps were in widespread use for 
friluftsliv, outdoor life. Friluftsliv became a core concept 
of Norwegian culture. All three map types played a crucial 
role in the process, in spite of the shortcomings of the first 
two. William Cecil Slingsby, a late 19th-century British 
pioneer of mountaineering in Norway, once found himself 
in “terra incognita, quite unknown to the map makers” 
with an Amtskart; and “If an experienced trekker could 
blame the Amstkart, there was no shame in getting lost”3. 
I have a copy of the 1880 Rektangelkart of Jotunheimen 
from which the fragment shown above is reproduced. It 
was used by a Mr Martin Walther on a skiing trip in 1939. 
A pencilled line enters the map in the northwest, meanders 
across it and disappears in the southeast. Although the quite 
reliable Gradteigskart4 was available, the Rektangelkart’s 
distortions and simplifications evidently did not bother Mr 
Wallner. The shortcomings of maps are nothing compared 
to “the promise they seem to offer of the unfettered 
freedom to wander”5 – an unfettered freedom which in 
Norway is enshrined in law.

It is evident from many photos in Kartverket’s 
large historical photo collection that surveyors enjoyed 
the outdoors just as much, though they had work to do. 
And work was not easy. Rain, gales, fog and snow even 
in August could condemn them to weeks of inaction in 
remote, primitive mountain farms. Two examples from the 
1860s: one surveyor spent two weeks indoors during a six-
week job on the western edge of the huge Hardangervidda 
plateau; another one in Jotunheimen managed five days of 
work in the whole of August. A map maker in the same 
region once had to send an assistant on a 70-kilometre 
round trip with a pack horse to get flour for bread, as the 
farmers’ wives were too busy to bake for them during the 
haymaking season6. Work in the mountains meant learning 
rock climbing technique, work in marshy lowland areas 
meant living among trillions of mosquitoes. The surveyors 
were explorers who just happened to stay in their home 
country. 

The difference maps make
As map making progressed, the work of Norway’s 
topographic service acquired layers of purpose: from 
supporting army and government work and mapping 
resources to creating a nation-wide record of rural life and 
culture and the promotion of friluftsliv. Map series were 
not started with the latter purpose in mind, but the rich 
tapestry of landscape information they made available 
to the public encouraged people from all walks of life to 
explore their own country - and turn the maps into visual 
records of their own experiences, as Mr Wallner did. In 
a wild country like Norway, the cold abstractions of the 
topographic map became an indispensable basis for the 
subjective enjoyment of the outdoors by all.

By the time Norway became independent in 1905, 
it had put itself on the map in a variety of ways. Before 
maps Norway wasn’t quite what Norwegians thought it 
was; without maps it would be unthinkable.

Rock climbing, glacier touring, wading rivers on wilderness trails – popular outdoor activities in Norway,  
also for surveyors. (Source: Kartverket)
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