H-Net Revi

in the Humanities & Socic

James Akerman, Robert Karrow, eds. Maps: Finding Our Place in the World. Lon-
don: University of Chicago Press, 2007. 336 pp. $55.00 (cloth), ISBN 978-0-226-01075-

5.

e Y
ADPC lg=
MAPS !

I

Reviewed by Veronica Della Dora (School of Geographical Sciences, University of Bristol)

Published on H-HistGeog (April, 2008)

Finding Our Way through Maps?

“Maps do not tell you just where things are, but
who we are,” Robert Karrow states in his introduction
to Maps: Finding Our Place in the World. Inherently
selective and ethnocentric, maps tell us “how we ex-
ist and function in the world, how we find our place
in the world” In this sense maps, the volume’s co-
editor suggests, are much more than “scientific instru-
ments”: they are artifacts speaking “of the historical
and cultural circumstances and interests of map mak-
ers” (p. 17). As such, they should be considered less
as “windows on the world” than as windows on social
and cultural worlds; in other words, they need to be ap-
preciated in their cultural, historical, and artistic speci-
ficity, rather than in terms of mere “accuracy.” Of course,
such views have challenged traditional narratives of “car-
tographic progress” for almost two decades, and today
they are taken for granted by most English-speaking
historians of cartography-but perhaps not by the gen-
eral public.[1] Maps repackages these ideas for a gen-
eral audience of nonspecialists in an accessible and in
most cases compelling way through a multitude of car-
tographic examples from different epochs and cultural
contexts, from Assyrian plans and Aztec diagrams to me-

dieval itineraries and nineteenth-century American city
plans and census maps.

The volume stems from one of the largest and most
ambitious map exhibitions ever held in North America. A
collaborative enterprise by Chicago’s Field Museum and
the Newberry Library, the exhibition Maps: Finding Our
Place in the World features 130 original maps, includ-
ing pieces from ancient Rome and Babylonia, maps made
by Leonardo da Vinci and J. R. R. Tolkien, and some of
the latest map-related digital technologies.[2] However,
while bearing the same title as the exhibition, Karrow
emphasizes, Maps is not a catalogue, but a companion
volume offering a “wider ranging excursion into the his-
tory and interpretation of cartography” (p. 17). Grouping
seven illustrated essays by an interdisciplinary team of
leading scholars, the volume provides not only an acces-
sible introduction to maps and their history, but also to a
“new” cultural history of cartography, no longer content
to narrate maps in terms of “accuracy””

Maps’ divulgative, rather than strictly scholarly,
aims—"“this is not a history of cartography” (p. 2)-are re-
flected in the colorful attire of the book, in its friendly,
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sometimes almost informal, narrative style, as well as in
its structure. Moving away from the traditional chrono-
logical or “civilizational” narrative, the seven chapters
are arranged according to maps’ different “functions”
from “basic” ones, such as orientation and localization
at different scales (from the global to the local), to their
functions as instruments for narrating (and making) his-
tory, as visual devices enabling access to invisibilities,
and finally, as material commodities.

The chapters are preceded by Robert Karrow’s gen-
eral introduction, in which the reader is guided through
the “basics,” from what a map is, to key aspects of con-
temporary history of cartography. In the first part of the
introduction issues of scale, selectivity, legibility, power,
and authority are presented—much in the spirit of Denis
Wood and the late J. B. Harley. The second part sum-
marily explains how scholarship in the history of cartog-
raphy has changed over the past couple of decades. In
so doing, it also sets up an agenda for the book, indicat-
ing how “cross-culturalism,” “interdisciplinarity,” broader
chronological perspectives and definitions of “map,” and
finally, less concern with “great men” and notions of
“progress,” can be linked to specific chapters of the book,
and in some cases to the book as a whole.

All the following seven chapters treat maps from dif-
ferent historical periods, and while the book as a whole is
inevitably dominated by Western traditions (and slightly
privileges North America), some chapters (1, 2, and partly
3 and 7) use a range of maps from other cultures, stress-
ing the universality of mapping as a mode of commu-
nication, but also showing differences and syncretisms
that challenge linear discourses of modern cartography
as a monolithic Western enterprise. In chapter 1, James
Akerman, the exhibition’s co-curator, offers an extensive
survey of “way-finding” maps, from an Egyptian papyrus
dating from 1160 BCE and Chinese route maps drawn on
wooden boards (300 BCE) through the famous Peutinger
Table, medieval itineraries, portolan charts and stick
charts from the Marshall Islands, to modern air charts,
tube maps, hospital floor plans, and street atlases. Way-
finding maps, the author observes, are commonly under-
stood as “pragmatic” devices defining route choices, iden-
tifying landmarks, providing directions. This chapter
challenges this assumption, revealing their complex his-
torical genealogies, but also “less visible” functions, such
as directing customers to specific routes rather than oth-
ers through their compositional rhetorics, and enabling
armchair travellers and pilgrims to undertake imagina-
tive inner journeys, thus serving as instruments for moral
self-improvement (as in the case of medieval itineraries).

Chapters 2 (by Denis Cosgrove) and 3 (by Matthew
Edney) treat respectively cartographic representations of
the world (and the broader cosmos) and parts of it. While
the first category is relatively easy to “map” and encour-
ages cross-cultural and transhistorical comparisons, the
second is more slippery, encompassing a virtually infinite
number of maps from town plans to maps of the conti-
nents. Revisiting themes from his Apollo’s Eye [3] and
complementing them with non-Western examples, Cos-
grove shows how all world maps are “inescapably eth-
nocentric,” featuring a “normalized centre” and “other-
ing the edges” (p. 69). However, the author seems to
imply, it is also important to grasp differences: Gerar-
dus Mercator’s and Arno Peter’s projections are inher-
ently ideological and have been highly politicized; on
the other hand Aztec diagrams, Buddhist mandalas, but
also Western medieval mappae mundi and even early-
modern world maps, such as Ortelius’s Typus Orbis Ter-
rarum were produced as meditational devices compara-
ble to the itineraria described by Akerman. Many of these
representations often encapsulate deep mystical mean-
ings, and cannot therefore be treated in the same way as,
say, a nineteenth-century map of the British Empire. On
the other hand, choosing his examples mainly from ur-
ban plans, property mappings, but also maps of postcolo-
nial nation-states, Edney privileges a more univocal (al-
most Harleian)-and from my point of view less original—
reading which highlights the social relations and power
dynamics embedded in (this type of) maps. As a result,
obvious pre-Enlightenment traditions of “mapping parts
of the world” such as that of island books are surprisingly
absent (perhaps as a possible challenge to “colonialist”
claims about Western maps).

Maps as instruments for (conceptual and physical)
colonization and for shaping national identities is a
theme reopened in chapter 4. Here historian Susan
Schulten considers cartographic examples linked to par-
ticular events in American history, both as media en-
abling citizens to understand those events, and, per-
haps more problematically (from the researcher’s point
of view), as nonhuman actors themselves shaping the
events. The chapter proceeds chronologically, present-
ing “landmark maps” in American history (e.g., Martin
WaldseemAZller’s world map, Guillaume Delisle’s map
of Louisiana, the “slave map” said to have been repeat-
edly studied by Abraham Lincoln, etc.), but also “pop-
ular” maps featured in Second World War and contem-
porary newspapers—these latter maps being less famous,
and yet no less crucial in shaping the American geo-
graphical imagination about the nation and its place in
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the world.

Chapters 5 and 6 both deal with invisibilities made
visible through maps. In the former, psychologist
Michael Friendly and geographer Gilles Palsky bring to-
gether (even though perhaps not as straightforwardly as
the other chapters) eighteenth- and nineteenth-century
scientific diagrams, statistical graphs, geological, and
thematic maps. Like diagrams and graphs, thematic and
geological maps are “more intellectual construction[s]
than straightforward depiction[s] of the land surface” (p.
213). Palski and Friendly connect these types of Enlight-
enment mappings to new perceptions of nature and so-
ciety. Unlike Schulten’s, this chapter seems to focus ex-
clusively on “official” scientific mappings—-mappings of-
ten conceived as moral projects on society. Surprisingly,
however, it does not mention the popular thematic maps
that worked from “within society itself,” such as, for ex-
ample, those of school atlases and textbooks, and more
characteristically the “imaginary” maps published by the
Society for Useful Knowledge. On these maps isolated
physical features (the longest rivers, the highest moun-
tains, etc.) were brought together in a comparative, nor-
mative framework, participating in the creation of a new
“universal” language, often uncritically transposed to the
social sciences and racist discourses.[4] “Great men’s”
contributions, such as Alexander von Humboldt’s, on
the other hand, are treated in the chapter, but I person-
ally found the discussion partial and at times cursory
and disconnected from relevant scholarship.[5] I was sur-
prised, for example, that cross-section profiles (which
would have provided a strong link between geological
and Humboldtian mappings) did not feature among the
examples.

The following chapter (by Ricardo Padron) discusses
mappings of other types of “invisibilities”: those of fic-
tional places, ranging from Dante’s Hell and Thomas
More’s Utopia, to Tolkien’s Middle Earth and the fan-
tasy game World of Warcraft. Padron, a Spanish litera-
ture scholar, interrogates the controversial relationship
between maps and literature, the former involving “vis-
ibility, stasis, hierarchy, and control,” whereas the latter
often works “to subvert these things” (p. 265). While the
range and significance of the examples makes the chapter
inherently interesting and appropriate in the collection,
I did not find the discussion particularly original, or con-
vincing. For example, I found general assumptions such
as that maps in fictional accounts offer “different kinds
of evidence to prove that they are telling us the truth”
(p. 268) problematic, especially when applied equally to
types of fiction as different as More’s Utopia (1516) and

Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726).

While the collection (and contemporary history of
cartography in general) emphasizes the visual power of
maps, in the last chapter art historian Diane Dillon moves
away from the notion of maps as mere graphic repre-
sentations, inviting the reader to re-think them as ma-
terial commodities. Maps are thus narrated as ornamen-
tal objects, collectibles, and status symbols, especially in
the Renaissance, as deluxe copies of atlases and isolari
testify, along with Dutch oil paintings featuring globes
and maps. Dillon also discusses maps as “cheaper” and
yet no less intriguing commodities: for example, as ad-
vertisements distributed together with coffee bottles and
other goods as premiums, as fancy souvenirs, and home
references helping their users “move between the ex-
otic and the familiar” (p. 317). One of the most inter-
esting examples brought to light by the author is that
of nineteenth-century customizable county atlases, in
which purchasers, upon payment, could have their bi-
ographical information included and their portraits en-
graved on landscape representations and maps (just as to-
day Google Earth users often add videos of family parties,
weddings, or newborn babies in conjunction with their
own towns!). The gendered nature of certain eighteenth-
and nineteenth-century “cartifacts” is also discussed in
the chapter. The most curious examples include a memo-
rial lady’s glove of the 1851 Crystal Palace Exhibition fea-
turing a map of London, embroidered maps of England,
a Chinese silk fan featuring a map of the twenty-three
provinces of the Great Qing, and a powder horn incised
by a soldier with a map of the Hudson and Mohawk River
valleys. Finally, the chapter discusses the intriguing and
understudied micro-geographies that surround these and
other cartographic objects, such as the customer’s sensu-
ous, bodily engagement with maps, or the significance of
the places in which maps are displayed.

Looking back at Maps as whole, I think that the scope
and the audience of the project inevitably set a number
of limitations. For example, while the volume succeeds
as a compelling and accessible introduction to maps and
their history, in most cases it tends to synthesize and
repeat past work, relying heavily on secondary sources
(especially the ongoing History of Cartography project),
rather than engaging with or adding to current schol-
arly debate. Furthermore, like any collection (and like
maps themselves!), Maps is unavoidably selective. This
selectivity is not limited to the choice of case studies
and themes. Despite the contributors’ varied disciplinary
provenance, certain types of readings seem to me to be
more exploited than others, presenting a new history of
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cartography somehow “more Harleian” (or “Woodian”)
and less polyvocal than current academic studies in the
history of cartography would allow for. Emphasis is of-
ten placed on the social, on power, and on maps’ author-
ity, in some cases obscuring other crucial functions of
certain types of maps, such as the emblematic, the med-
itative (which are mentioned only in Cosgrove’s chap-
ter and hinted at in Akerman’s), or the mnemonic.[6] Ig-
norance of these aspects in the interpretation of Renais-
sance (or medieval maps) sometimes leads to overgener-
alizations, or proves misleading. For example, the map of
Utopia in More’s book was not simply meant to material-
ize a non-place “before the reader’s eyes,” as Pardon sug-
gests. It also served an important emblematic (and thus
moral) function, as an object of meditation on death. As
Malcolm Bishop has recently shown, Ambrosius Holbein
hid a skull behind the second version of the map, as a
memento mori well representative of the Neo-stoic tradi-
tion of which More and Erasmus from Rotterdam were
part.[7]

Focusing on maps as “finite products,” rather than on
their production, Maps also inevitably omits other impor-
tant “trends” in the new cultural history of cartography,
such as, for example, mapping as a cognitive embodied
practice.[8] More surprisingly, contemporary map art-
work, which is attracting increasing attention by histori-
ans of cartography and cultural geographers, is also sig-
nificantly downplayed (except for a short paragraph at
the end of Pardon’s chapter), just as the subversive and
creative potential of maps exploited by modern artists is.
In other words, how about “getting lost with maps”?[9]

In spite of these limitations, Maps remains an enjoy-
able collection of high-standard essays, many of which
could be profitably used in an introductory class in his-
tory of cartography. Furthermore, even if some maps are
discussed in different chapters but pictured just in one
and the reader occasionally has to flip back and forth,
the variety, quantity, and quality of illustrations (189, all
in color) is truly exceptional for a non-catalogue. Maps
will certainly speak to a vast audience of map collectors
and map lovers, but will also appeal to academics want-
ing to familiarize with maps, or get a sense of current
scholarship in the field. Among the long list of “famous”
maps and secondary sources, historians of cartography
and cultural geographers will find some wonderful un-
derstudied cartographic gems, which might encourage
(and certainly deserve) further study. Specialists will
also find some “methodological gems.” For example, Dil-
lon’s chapter, which I personally found the most orig-
inal and innovative of the whole collection, proposes a

completely new way of looking at maps, which (perhaps
unconsciously) parallels broader recent turns to material
culture, phenomenology, and performance in the human-
ities, and might serve as a stimulus for new research di-
rections in history of cartography.[10]
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