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Mapmaking and Cartography
as Philosophical Matters:

An Introduction

Francesco Ragazzi
Universita Ca’ Foscari Venezia, Italia; Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne, France

This issue of the Journal for the Philosophy of Language, Mind and the
Arts perhaps stems from what might be an excess of presentism. It
originates, that is, from the consideration of several unrelated events
or processes, all of which occurred after the beginning of this cen-
tury, that have to do with a renewed relevance of cartography and
its expressive forms.

By the end of the twentieth century, we seemed to have grown ac-
customed to a world whose mappable surface was, on the whole, sta-
ble and perhaps even exhausted, but at this moment the horizon we
are moving towards appears more uncertain. The active war fronts
in Ukraine and Russia, and between Israel and Palestine, as well as
the potential for conflict on European soil, or between the USA and
China, and the significant Chinese influence on the African conti-
nent, all foreshadow a disruption of global borders unprecedented
since the end of the Cold War.

If we indulge in increasingly less science-fiction fantasies, we can
imagine that the new race for interplanetary missions, also promot-
ed by private companies like SpaceX, Virgin Galactic, or Blue Ori-
gin, will not only expand the realm of mappability but also its styles
and techniques.* The same can be said about metaverses and virtu-
al worlds, which promise to become new realms for human life and
interactions.

1 See for instance Nass et al. 2011, Dunnett et al. 2017; about the placemaking pro-
cess regarding planets other than Earth, Messeri 2016; for a stellar maps history, see
Kanas 2012.
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Leaving aside futuristic predictions to focus solely on the pre-
sent, consider how reading a map has become a daily, easily acces-
sible experience since applications like Google Maps entered every-
one’s smartphones in 2008. Despite Franco Farinelli (2009) linking
the crisis of cartographic reason with globalization and the advent
of the internet, it seems that the popularization of GPS technologies
has actually sparked the modern, Borgesian fantasy of a geographic
map perfectly coinciding with the territory it represents. This holds
particularly true now that Google Earth’s panoramic photography
and Street View have been integrated into digital mapping.

Although the events mentioned above have inspired the proposal
for this issue, the perspective embraced in the following pages is de-
tached from the contingency of any specific historical moment. The
broader premise underlying this collection of essays concerns cer-
tain general characteristics of cartographic knowledge, which appear
not only peculiar but also relevant to philosophical thought. Firstly,
it pertains to the fact that producing a map always requires the ap-
plication of a rather unique set of techniques and skills: on one hand,
mastery of scientific knowledge related to mathematics, physics, and
programming is essential; on the other hand, abilities related to art
or graphic design such as colour theory or data visualization are also
necessary. Furthermore, while pure sciences typically establish gen-
eral laws that have explanatory value, cartographic disciplines find
their purpose in the visual description of spatio-temporal relation-
ships. Lastly, although every map aims for some form of operation-
al objectivity, this objectivity is always achieved through a subtrac-
tive process of selecting relevant elements. Such selection renders
the cartographic tool inherently biased.

Since all maps are artefacts whose aesthetic qualities convey in-
formation that simultaneously engages the fields of ontology, episte-
mology, and politics, they are objects of undeniable interest for phil-
osophical inquiry. While the debate has unfolded within a specialized
field of research, the literature produced on the topic, even in recent
years alone, has grown immensely, making it impossible to provide a
comprehensive overview. Therefore, what I will attempt to do here,
before introducing the content of the essays presented in this issue,
is to review some topics that are in some way preliminary to reading.

A good way to navigate the complexity of the questions raised by
cartographic practices in philosophical reflection is to consider the
broader relationship between geography and ontology. In this per-
spective, Timothy Tambassi (2018) has observed that the terms in
this relationship possess a twofold meaning. If the words Geography
and Ontology - capitalized - refer to the academic disciplines we all
know, geography and ontology - lowercase - signify something entire-
ly different. In this latter pair, the first term denotes a set of empiri-
cal and informal concepts regarding spatiality found in non-scientific
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works such as travel books, paintings, magazines, and so forth; the
second term, within the realm of IT/computer sciences, concerns “the
basic terms and relations comprising the vocabulary of a topic area
as well as the rules for combining terms and relations to define ex-
tensions to the vocabulary” (Neches et al. 1991, 40).

The distinction drawn between big-Ontology and small-ontology
serves Tambassi to differentiate philosophical language from that of
geographic information sciences. While big-O deals with establish-
ing ‘what there is’, small-o consists of a metadiscourse concerning
the grammar of a specific language. However, this distinction can
be adapted and extended to emphasize that, from an ontological per-
spective, all maps are interesting in a double sense. Each cartograph-
ic object should be considered both as a closed system of signs and as
an operational tool that orients us in the world. In the first case, the
ontologist will be tasked with listing the kinds of entities included
in the map, providing a taxonomy and describing a range of internal
relationships between elements. In the second case, the ontologist
will be prompted to elucidate the kinds of relationships that the ob-
ject establishes with the external reality to which it refers. The first
type of analysis, which we might call onto-semiotic, will be guided
by questions about the nature of the represented space—for exam-
ple, whether it is homogeneous or discontinuous—or about how cer-
tain signs or aesthetic properties convey certain meanings and hi-
erarchies. The other type of analysis, which we might be tempted to
define as onto-epistemological, will instead be driven by questions
concerning worldview, the practical uses of maps, and the knowledge
produced by them both as a whole and as separate cases.

The question of the relationship between maps and reality has
been extensively debated by both geographers and philosophers of
geography. Drawing on this premise, some scholars have sought to
outline a systematic taxonomy of cartographic theories (Kitchin,
Perkins, and Dodge 2009; Fernandez and Buchroithner 2014). Dan-
iel Sui and James Holt (2008) identified three distinct trends in the
evolution of the discipline in contemporary times. According to their
classification, the cognitive-communicative paradigm is the most
traditional: maps are seen as images whose ability to convey infor-
mation is enabled by the isomorphic relationship they maintain with
a specific territory. In contrast, the analytical paradigm differs from
the former in both construction and purpose: rather than depict-
ing a geographic area, maps are conceived as models for spatializ-
ing data sets. This spatialization relies on mathematical-statistical

2 Neches and his colleagues’ definition of ontology is just one of the earliest formu-
lated within the field of computer sciences. For an extensive review of alternative def-
initions, see Tambassi (2018, 23).
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theories and technologies associated with algorithmic computation.
Finally, the critical paradigm sets itself apart from the others by re-
jecting a fundamental assumption shared by both: the claim to ob-
jectivity in cartographic representation. Inspired by Marxist and
post-structuralist theories, this approach interprets maps as social
constructs that inevitably reflect the power dynamics under which
they are produced.

Similarly to Sui and Holt (2008), Michael Peterson (2002) also dis-
tinguishes three phases in the development of modern cartographic
discipline. They coincide with those mentioned earlier: ‘cartographic
communication,” ‘analytical cartography,” and ‘power of maps’. How-
ever, Peterson’s taxonomy identifies two additional paradigms. The
first is what he calls the paradigm of geo-visualization, which per-
tains to a theoretical and methodological revolution. Maps cease to
be conceived as spatial representations and are instead studied in re-
lation to the users who interact with them. Central to the debate are
the perceptual, cognitive, and semiotic processes that maps activate
as tools for orientation. The second paradigm pertains instead to a
technological revolution: the advent of the Internet. Cyber-cartog-
raphy represents, in Thomas Kuhn's (1962) terms, a paradigm shift
both because, for the first time, the storage and display functions in
maps can be separated (Ormeling 2007), and because users also be-
come creators through the sharing of real-time data (Taylor 2005).

Among the distinctions made to categorize cartographic theories,
the framework formulated by Kitchin, Perkins, and Dodge (2009)
stands out as crucial for understanding the current orientation of
the discipline. The three geographers divide map studies into two
main groups: one focuses on representational cartographic thinking,
and the other on post-representational thinking. Theories in the first
group conceive maps as images that depict a certain territory in var-
ying degrees of distortion. This ensemble encompasses both empiri-
cal cartographies and those critical cartographies that consider the
distortions caused by the context of map production to be potentially
reducible or surmountable (for instance, those with Marxist orienta-
tions). Theories in the second group, on the other hand, view cartog-
raphy as a localized network of inherently interconnected practic-
es, including production, reproduction, distribution, and use. In this
framework, the notion of objectivity is fundamentally rejected, plac-
ing a strong emphasis on the relationship of co-determination among
the user, the tool, and the territory within specific social systems.?

Taking up Heideggerian-inspired categories, Jeremy Cramp-
ton (2003) observed that the shift from representational to

3 On the topic of non-representational theories, also refer to the now classic work
by Thrift (2007).
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post-representational cartography implies an elevation of the dis-
cipline from the ontic to the ontological plane. In the former case,
the notion of a stable reality which is knowable in itself stands as
a foundation of cartographic design; in this framework, moreover,
maps are conceived as tools that, detached from the territory, aim
to depict it from above. In the latter case instead, maps are seen as
agents thrown into the world, technologies that contribute to creat-
ing reality along with the system of cultural practices within which
they are embedded. Freed from metaphysical foundation, post-rep-
resentational theories always imply a critical rethinking of their con-
ditions of possibility and those of their objects of inquiry.

The transition from a science of cartographic image to a prag-
matics of cartography has demanded a redefinition of the concept of
map. However, more than just this is at stake here. If Baudrillard’s
infamous sentence (1980, 166) that the map generates the territory
holds true, then alongside each paradigm shift in cartography, the
very nature of the environment in which the human species lives and
interacts changes. A precursor to a new perspective on spatiality is
certainly Yi-Fu Tuan (1977), who opposed the classical geographic
identification between the concept of space and that of geometric
surface. As one of the founders of humanistic geography, Tuan inter-
preted the notion of space phenomenologically, defining it in terms
of a lived experience generated by movement. Following in a similar
vein, Jacques Lévy (2008, 80) argued more recently that geograph-
ic space cannot be reduced to Euclidean space because it is always
shaped by culturally non-spatializable phenomena. In even more re-
cent times, Frédérique Ait-Touati, Alexandra Arénes, and Axelle Gré-
goire (2022) have declared it necessary, in the era of the Anthropo-
cene, to move beyond the grid of Cartesian information. Space should
no longer be conceived merely as a receptacle for living beings but
rather as the outcome of their actions (2022, 21). Ait-Touati suggests
that maps should be designed accordingly.

Defining the space of the map not in terms of an isomorphic sur-
face but as a device that produces reality effects necessitates a shift
from from an ontological to a political perspective. I have already
stated that critical theory of cartography has served to interpret each
map as an expression of the power systems within which it is em-
bedded. Many scholars have also analyzed the relationship between
the development of cartographic technologies and the imperialistic
drive of European powers in the modern era (Farinelli 2009; Kitch-
in, Dodge, and Perkins 2011). The fact that mapping is an activity of
control and domination is therefore well-established. What can be
added here is a reflection on how this same issue has unfolded after
the digital revolution, at a time when being connected has become a
normal condition of life for the majority of humans.
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The thinking of Shoshana Zubhoff (2019) certainly comes to help.
Since digital cartography relies on satellite technologies, GPS, and
GIS, it represents the perfect example of what she has defined as
‘surveillance capitalism.” Applications like Google Maps collect and
analyze a vast amount of personal data regarding users’ movements
and preferences. This data is subsequently employed to predict and
influence future behaviours, thus fuelling markets for behaviour-
al futures (Laidler 2019; Gentzel, Wimmer and Schlagowski 2022).
Adopting this interpretative framework it can be observed, on the
one hand, that the digitalization of cartography is in continuity with
the biopolitical project described by Michel Foucault (2004a; 2004b)
in his lectures at the College de France. On the other hand, however,
a significant change in the subjects overseeing control must be ac-
knowledged. While the micropowers studied by Foucault still passed
through public institutions that managed the health and safety of the
population, today access to data extracted from digital maps is con-
trolled by private companies whose main purpose is to retain their
community’s loyalty.

Despite cartography being a fundamental model and tool of sur-
veillance capitalism, it would be wrong to speak of the discipline
solely in hegemonic terms. On the contrary, it cannot be emphasized
enough that in this century, the operability of data has reached un-
precedented levels of democratization and decentralization. Indeed,
the extensive opportunity for users to participate in map creation
has led to the emergence of diverse forms of digital counter-mapping
alongside official cartography (Specht, Feigenbaum 2018; Fourmen-
traux 2022; Pignatti 2023).

If critical cartography regroups the research orientations aimed
at uncovering the cognitive and cultural biases intrinsic to the dis-
cipline, counter-mapping is an activist practice whose raison d’étre
lies in overturning the power dynamics that construct the dominant
cartographic gaze (kollektiv orangotango 2018; Zwer, Rekacewicz
2022). From this viewpoint, visual art has served and continues to
serve as a laboratory for developing both new forms and technolo-
gies of counter-cartography (Reddleman 2018; Moro 2021). Without
delving into the wide range of works produced in recent decades, al-
low me to mention just two examples.

In the eight-channel video installation titled The Mapping Journey
Project (2008-11), Moroccan artist Bouchra Khalili illustrates the mi-
gratory routes across the Mediterranean through the firsthand ac-
counts of refugees from North Africa, the Middle East, and South
Asia. Using a traditional Mercator projection map, the interviewed
subjects trace with a marker the convoluted paths of their exodus.
The presumed objectivity of scientific representation and the clarity
of national borders are disrupted by personal markings that reveal
otherwise silent geopolitical relationships.
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Between 2016 and 2018, Jordanian artist Lawrence Abu Hamdan
collaborated with Amnesty International and Forensic Architecture,
aresearch group at Goldsmiths, University of London. The purpose of
this collaboration was an investigation into the torture carried out in
the Saydnaya prison after the Syrian revolution of 2011.* Through re-
cording the auditory memories of some survivors, who were forced to
remain blindfolded during detention, the artist contributes to remap-
ping the architectural structure of an otherwise unknown and inac-
cessible place. In works such as Saydnaya (the Missing 19dB) (2017)
and Walled Unwalled (2018), Abu Hamdan reworks the collected da-
ta by integrating them with other sound clues recorded during the
investigation. The cartographic practice is employed outside insti-
tutional uses, in ways that are nonetheless methodologically as rig-
orous as an investigative study (Gronlund 2018).

The freedom with which visual art has used the techniques, con-
cepts, and metaphors of cartography demonstrates the flexibility of
the discipline and its ability to transcend its own boundaries. If up
to now I have attempted to review some of the issues that contempo-
rary cartography has posed to philosophical thought, I would like to
conclude this brief overview by showing how the cartographic gaze
has infiltrated other fields of knowledge.

A first field of contamination is the theory of mind. Already in his
Traumdeutung, Sigmund Freud (1900) proposed a description of the
psyche in terms of a map. On one side, the Viennese physician re-
newed the topological theories of his time to spatialise immateri-
al psychic functions; on the other, he traced the modes of connec-
tions between the conscious and unconscious activities of the mind,
drawing inspiration from stratigraphic maps of archaeological sites
(O’donoghue 2011). Freud’s cartographic perspective was then fur-
ther radicalised towards physicalism in contemporary neuroscience.
In fact, the projects on which they are based, at least ideally, fore-
see a complete localization of mental functions through brain and
DNA mapping.

A second area of convergence is that of semiotics and media theo-
ries. We have already seen how every map can be also regarded as an
image. Conversely, images can be studied in the perspective of carto-
graphic logic. Among all the examples that could be given to illustrate
this point, the most relevant still today is Aby Warburg’s Atlas (1929).
Through this formidable visual device, the German historian sought
to demonstrate the persistence of classical iconography in Western
culture. In his tables however, the reasoning is not entrusted to lan-
guage but to the spatial relationships that connect and compare pic-
torial representations from disparate epochs. Over time, there have

4 https://forensic-architecture.org/investigation/saydnaya.
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been countless comments and projects inspired by the Warburgian
atlas. Among the recent ones, two are dedicated to a cartographic
reading of cinema: Atlas of Emotion by Giuliana Bruno (2007) and La
pensée cartographique des images by Teresa Castro (2011).

The third and final ground for dialogue is what Marcello Tanca
(2017) called ‘geography in philosophy,’ that is, the part of philosoph-
ical thinking inspired by notions and theories borrowed from geo-
spatial disciplines. Even limiting ourselves to cases of particular in-
terest in the context of this volume, we cannot avoid starting with
Immanuel Kant. Since the philosopher held forty-seven courses on
physical geography at the University of Kénigsberg between 1756 and
1796, he is rightfully described by Franco Farinelli (2004) as a ge-
ographer who applied his knowledge to human understanding. Mov-
ing swiftly to the contemporary era, consider then the prominence
of geographical dimensions in the so-called ‘spatial turn’ of critical
social theories (Soja 1989). It marked the entire postmodern culture
and a true break from nineteenth-century historicism: it is perhaps
with the birth of a new geographical passion that the century we are
living in truly began. Finally, Gilbert Ryle (1962) deserves a promi-
nent place in this excursus. He did not simply drew inspiration from
geography to develop his own metaphysical system but argued that
philosophy itself should be rectified into conceptual cartography.
However, given the complexity of cartographic thought, it is fair to
conclude with a question: what kind of cartography for philosophy?

Following what Jacques Levy (2016) has termed the cartographic
turn in social sciences, The Art of Mapping Between Land and Mind
delves into the intertwining issues I have sought to outline in the pre-
vious pages. Although the papers published in this volume come from
diverse perspectives and backgrounds, two main issues emerge. The
first concerns how the aesthetic properties of maps convey a wide
range of cognitive, cultural, and political meanings. The second issue
pertains to how the visual arts contribute to the reflection on carto-
graphic thought, influencing both its methods and motivations. Both
issues are addressed sometimes descriptively, sometimes prescrip-
tively. On one hand, there is a focus on how maps are made; on the
other, there are suggestions on how they should be made.

Essays dedicated to the discussion of general topics are inter-
spersed with others focused on individual case studies. Ideally, the
volume is divided into four sections. Embracing the point of view of
both the philosopher and the geographer, the first one sheds light on
some issues concerning the relationship between epistemology and
cartography (Kukla; Costantini; Tanney). The second addresses map-
making as an art form or, conversely, considers maps from the per-
spective of their aesthetic properties (Tanca; Haugdal; Torok; Ogun-
diwin; Elhaik). The third focuses on the digital condition of today’s
cartography, often from a genealogical perspective (Tschochohei;
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Quaranta; Keller). Finally, the last section includes two contributions
which, despite their more experimental status, represent attempts to
guide cartography toward its future (Bosca; Ianniello).

To open this issue, there is a special essay that in some way acts
as a bridge to the previous issue of JoLMA dedicated to non-human
cognition (Batisti 2023). Since the paper does not explicitly address
the topic of cartography, it might be helpful to explain the reasons
for its inclusion in this context.

In “Semiotics After Geontopower,” Elizabeth Povinelli offers a
generous précis of her upcoming book. Continuing her exploration
of what she calls geontologies (Povinelli 2016), the anthropologist
critically examines the alliance between protest movements for the
rights of nature and scientific theories that attribute cognitive/com-
municative abilities to non-human forms of existence. Povinelli views
this alliance as based on an effort to universalize a certain notion of
the mind: a project that, despite its premises, is in continuity with
the colonial and Eurocentric perspective typical of modern philoso-
phy. As an antidote to this universalist tendency, which affects even
openly anti-humanist theories, Povinelli advocates for the construc-
tion of thought systems that acknowledge their own regionality. This
emphasis on the need to localize any speculative position strikes as
a foundational principle for the cartographic thinking of the future.
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1 Introduction

This essay is part of a book project, tentatively titled, Do We Need
a Semiotics After Geontopower? It reflects on what such a semiotics
might consist of, and why the fate of such a project might be relevant
to people interested in language, mind and the arts of decolonizing
human and other-than-human existence. The book is set primarily in
the capacious international field of pragmatism - including the works
of Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, Alain Locke, W.E.B. Du
Bois, Gilles Deleuze, Teresa de Lauretis, Cornell West, Felix Guatta-
ri, Sergio Franzese, and others. It examines the potentiality of this
field to produce a semiotics after geontopower from the perspective
of ongoing decolonial and antiracist struggles. The book attends to
the sense-intuition among some scholars that such a semiotic model
is urgently needed, to the relationship between this sense-intuition
and a current liberal public fascination with the language and men-
tal capacities of the other-than-human world, and to the minute and
technical details of various semiotic models. But it is primarily in-
terested in tracking how western ways of knowing the world, which
in a pragmatic sense would be no different than ways of treating the
world, are inadvertently smuggled into the very semiotic models in-
tended to upset Eurocentric approaches to being and existence. [ am
particularly interested in two specific approaches, the hierarchies
of complexity and scope. The book has, in other words, a zig-zagging
structure that starts off in one direction but then turns and doubles
back on itself. It sets out by attending to a certain atmospheric pres-
sure surrounding the interests of liberal and academic publics in the
ethical, theoretical, political and, legal stakes of other-than-human
mind, language, and forms of communication, and to the precipitates
of this pressure, including the technical aspects of modelling other-
than-human minds and communication. But it also continually dou-
bles back on itself, asking what worlds are, or are not, being support-
ed by this or that semiotic model and by the idea that a semiotic model
is needed to support, through theoretical verification, Indigenous
claims about their relationships with other-than-human existence?
I have discussed what I mean by geontopower in two previous
books, Geontologies and Between Gaia and Ground. Before a quick
summary of what I mean by this concept, it might help to outline the
aspirations of these books. First, neither Geontologies nor Between
Gaia and Ground sought to establish a new ontological ground from
which social entanglements, political maneuvers, and ethical actions
could be measured or adjudicated. Nor were they interested in rees-
tablishing the discipline of history or historical anthropology as the
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top-breed in the current academic dog show.* Nor finally did they
seek to draw a direct line from the ways that geontopower is ex-
pressed at any given time or given space to the multiple ways that
colonial powers justified and disavowed the violent invasions, ex-
tractions, and deformations of non-European peoples and their land-
kin. Thus, the concept of geontopower developed in these books was
never intended to amplify the secret name of the world in-and-of-it-
self or the transcendental name of power. As I noted in Geontologies,
the concept of geontopower emerged from my now forty-year rela-
tionship with Belyuen/Karrabing Indigenous families, their relation-
ship with the shifting faces and dynamics of ongoing colonialism, our
coming-to-understand the sources of these multiple dispossessing
countenances, and our collective film and art practices (cf. Chaisson
2023). I do not presume to know how useful the concept might be to
other regions. All concepts emerge from the specific ways that pow-
er is sedimented in a region. And all concepts are oriented to trans-
forming or embanking power as it is expressed in a region. It is sim-
ply not clear how far a region extends. Nor is it clear how a concept
works as it moves across regions, especially since there are always
multiple social regions within any region. Chad Infante, Sandra Har-
vey, Kelly Limes Taylor and Tiffany King have explored, for instance,
the ways that anti-Blackness, Indigenous genocide, and settler colo-
nialism shape and inform one another in the Americas (cf. Infante et
al. 2020). These authors argue that original and ongoing colonialism
differentiated kinds of dominated people in order to ‘fit’ them into
its various extractive needs. The legacies of these difference, they
argue, necessitate keeping an intimate but open dialogue between
Indigenous and Black Studies. Thus, geontopower does not mean to
conjure power as a singular form. It is a way of referring to the re-
markably malleable content of late liberal governance - or whatever
formation of liberalism we are now amidst.

Numerous scholars in critical Indigenous and Black Studies have
discussed the governmental function of Eurocentric divisions of ex-
istence (cf. Deloria Jr. 1973).% Take for instance, Kim Tallbear’s “Care-
taking Relations, Not American Dreaming”, written for an issue of
Kalfou dedicated to thinking with Aileen Moreton-Robison’s notion of
the “white possessive” (2015). Tallbear borrows from Mel Chen’s an-
imacy hierarchy to point not merely to the symbolic nature of domi-
nant settler thinking about the human and other-than-human world,
but also to Indigenous relational understandings of and attitudes

1 Tam referring to an understandable misunderstanding about what I mean by axi-
om four in Povinelli 2021.

2 See also Moreton-Robinson 2015.
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towards their lands (cf. Tallbear 2019).* She notes the ways that “the
binaries of life versus not life and humans versus nature, as well as
other more graduated Eurocentric hierarchies of life” are crucial
to ongoing racial and colonial maneuvers of power (Tallbear 2019,
25). Tallbear contrasts these binaries to “an everyday Dakota under-
standing of existence that focuses on ‘being in good relation’” with
their lands and specific kin (25). Likewise, across numerous essays
and interviews, Sylvia Wynter has pointed to Eurocentric attitudes
about humans and nature as the underlying cause of the deadly cli-
matic conditions that all living things now face; namely, a western
belief that humans were given the divine right of dominion over the
earth. Wynter insists that this attitude of earthly lordship fractured
the relationship between humans and their other-than-human kin.
If we are to mend this fractured relation a new “hybrid being, both
bios and logos (or, as I have recently come to redefine it, bios and
mythoi)” must be developed.”

I intend the concept of geontopower to align with these schol-
ars’ attempts to demonstrate and interrupt the domination of exist-
ence - the multiplicity of ways of knowing existence and being in re-
lation to it - by Eurocentric divisions and hierarchies between Life
and Nonlife another cognate oppositions. The ultimate goal is not to
tabulate the consistencies and inconsistencies of elements within the
divisions between life and nonlife. Nor is it to show how these divi-
sions are named as they move across philosophical, theological, and
secular humanist formations and reformations. Even if not the ulti-
mate goal, tabulating these consistencies and inconsistencies can,
nonetheless, help illuminate why scholars are trying to develop a se-
miotics after geontopower. For instance, we could begin by noting
certain western consistencies in the figurations of ‘life’ at the most
general level - that life is that which can be said to be materially
birthed into existence, that which can be seen to unfold its inner po-
tential over the course of its existence, and that which can be heard
bewailing its irreducible, unavoidable limit, namely, death, or rec-
onciling itself to the same. ‘Nonlife’ could be figured as that which
stares life in its face - the idea of a form of existence that is dynam-
ic in relation to the push and pull of natural forces but without an in-
ner metabolic or mental dynamic that should unfold itself one way or
another. Thus original inertness is not without dynamics. It is with-
out what life seems to have, to have negated in its emergence, and to
which it is fated to return. From the foundational difference we could
track how the divisions of Life and Nonlife inform the way biological

3 Seealso Chen 2012.

4 Wynter points to Fanon’s argument that “phylogeny, ontogeny, and sociogeny” must
be thought of together. See Wynter, Mckittrick 2015, 16.
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life has geological processes as its grounds, its negation and its ul-
timate destiny. Or we can listen to how Peirce described natural
laws within the framework of birth and death and how this frame-
work has been absorbed in certain regions of astrophysics (cf. Pei-
rce 1892).° Or we could begin with how Carl Schmitt grounded the
transformations of Respublica Christiana to Jus Publicum Europae-
um in the conditions of European colonization and imperialism. We
would then track how this legal transformation did or did not affect
the uses of theories of life, mind, and cognition to govern colonized
worlds, such as in the infamous Valladolid Debates between Barto-
lome de las Casas and Juan Giné de Sepulveda. We would then com-
pare these debates to current discussions about the rights of nature
in the wake of the Anthropocene. In each case, whether we are look-
ing at role the division plays in the foundation of the natural scienc-
es, in the philosophy of sciences, in critical theory or anthropology,
we must continually listen to the consistencies and inconsistencies
in any given region, say the between secular humanist approaches
to the afterbirth of death and Christian denominations that look for-
ward to the resurrection of an uncorrupted and incorruptible body
in the Last Judgment.

Tracing such maneuvers and transfigurations are important, I be-
lieve, but only insofar as they allow us to make visible how they al-
lowed, and allow, patterns of dispossession and accumulation that be-
gan as European boats crisscrossed oceans in search of loot. What is
inconsistent at the level of discursive content reappears as consistent
at the level of power, namely, a general Eurocentric aim of appropriat-
ing and dominating colonized peoples and their lands, and disrupting
their relations to each other and their more than human kin (Schmitt
2006). In short, I am not interested in Life and Nonlife in and of them-
selves. I am interested in the ways the division, and hierarchies with-
in each side of the division - human over nonhuman, mammals over
plants, fossils over rocks -° are mobilized to support the domination
of some humans over existence and to justify this domination ethi-
cal and political domination. Rather than some secret consistency of
governmental content, the concept of geontopower focuses on the va-
riety of registers become weaponized against various colonized and
enslaved peoples and against the relations that they have with each
other and their more than human kin. Even as the concept of geonto-
power seeks to illuminate the multiplicity of forms of domination, it
also means to foreground the material sedimentations and distribu-
tions of this power, including in the shape and interests of this or that
academic disciplinarity. Kathryn Yusoff’s unpacks, for instance, the

5 See also Smolin 2013.
6 For Foucault’s discussion of fossils and monsters, see Huffer 2015 and Foucault 1970.
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ways colonial and imperial thought generated the division between
the biological and geological sciences (cf. Yusoff 2024; 2018). Thus,
before I set out, I think it wise to distinguish between a post-geonto-
logical semiotics and a semiotics against geontopower. The first pro-
ject focuses on developing a semiotic model of Mind that is agnostic
to the division of Life and Nonlife. The latter is focused on interrupt-
ing the sedimentations of colonial and racist hierarchies within these
divisions and thus liberal subjects and their institutional sense.

While Do We Need a Semiotics After Geontopower? has these per-
haps overly ambitious aims, the goals of this essay are more modest.
The essay begins with an overview of the atmospheric conditions of
an old debate about how to liberate theories of mind, communication
and language from their Eurocentric enclosure. The broad question it
sets up is whether a postgeontological semiotics is equivalent to, is a
necessary step to, or in tension with a semiotics against geontopower.
It tries to begin to answer this question by highlighting a few scientif-
ic and public debates about what constitutes evidence of prehuman
and nonhuman animal and plant forms of mind and communication.
The purpose of this brief foray into a set of technical debates is to con-
jure the sense-intuitions circulating around these arguments, name-
ly the political, ethical, and economic stakes of describing a kind of
existence as having this or that quality of language, semiotic capac-
ity, and mind. The essay then puts pressure on how these sense-in-
tuitions about communication and mind are scaled. I then segue to
some commonalities between a certain way of producing a posthu-
manist mind and the movement to establish the rights of nature, be-
fore ending with a brief summary the imagined content of the book
project (de la Cadena 2015). Throughout I travel how an western intu-
ition about the treatment of things without humanist minds is trans-
figured into the search for a posthumanist mind whose scope and
complexity aligns are for all and everywhere.

2 Animals Are Talking

A recent New York Times Magazine article, “The Animals Are Talk-
ing, What Does it Mean?”, observed that many researchers no long
consider the capacity of language to belong solely to humans (Shah
2023). This news might appear as old to many theorists of mind. In
his 1972 text, Steps to an Ecology of Mind, Gregory Bateson insisted
that, if life in general was to have any chance of surviving the effects
of Eurocentric humanist approaches to language, mind, and commu-
nication, then a theory of mind would have to be developed that situ-
ated the human mind on the same level as and within the web of life
in general (Bateson 2000). I think we would need to put pressure on
several aspects of a Bateson’s project before we could decide what
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is old and what new about contemporary interests in other-than-hu-
man mind. In Between Gaia and Ground, I discussed how, even as
Bateson was critiquing humanist approaches to mind, he conserved
the distinction between creatura (the living) and pleroma (the non-
living) on the one hand; and, on the other hand, he turbocharged co-
lonial imaginaries of the primitive and civilized as differentiated by
ascending orders of complexity. His own life narrative creates an
ascending order of mental complexity that begins with local Papuan
and Balinese cultural forms of ritual and spirals out and upwards
through the cybernetic sciences and the new ecologies. This scalar
approach to complexity - from local cultural patterns to a biospheric
forms - never pauses to consider how the patterns based on colonial
spheres might provide an aesthetic pattern to Sacred Unity (Bateson
1991). In aspiring to create a theory of mind whose scope and scale
would absorb everyone and everywhere, Bateson exemplified what
Vine Deloria Jr. saw as the difference between Western and Indige-
nous approaches to revelation, the one that mistakes the apprehen-
sion of “a difference that makes a difference” as something true for
all times and places and one that show the “continuous process of ad-
justment” necessary to maintain good relations with earthkin in spe-
cific but always open territories and territorial relations.”

Is the research that the New York Times heralds suggesting more
is afoot in contemporary posthuman sciences than what gave Delo-
ria Jr. pause about the nature of western forms of revelation? It does
seem like we are witnessing a substantial wave of scientific and pub-
lic interest in how mind and language might be liberated from its hu-
manist bias and, in being liberated, provide more robust grounds for
understanding how to create a sustainable relationship between hu-
mans and other-than-human worlds. While it might seem absurd to
imagine anything new could be written about the semiotic nature of
mind in general, or any species of mind in particular, let alone to im-
age creatively contributing to contemporary theories of intention and
interpretation, we are surrounded by calls to try and attempts to do
so. Take for instance, a recent essay in this journal, “Cognition and
Intelligences after the Post-Human Turn”. In it, Roberta Raffaeta re-
flects on a discursive movement within the science of microbes, from
one focused on “how microbes influence human brain, cognitive and
emotional functions” to one focused on “exploring whether and how
microbes themselves ‘think’” (Raffaeta 2023, 182).

Indeed, worried references to nonhuman mind, or qualities that
constitute indications that a nonhuman mind might be present, are
so ubiquitous in the sciences that on any given day I can move my

7 Bya “difference that makes a difference” I am referring to the phrasing Bateson de-
ploys in Mind and Nature (Bateson 1979, 228).
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open palm through the discursive air and be sure to catch a few in-
stances. For example, in May 2023, while driving from Darwin to Be-
lyuen, a small Indigenous community located just across the Darwin
Harbour, I tuned into an ABC radio interview about the perils and
promises of Al. One interviewee said that he was relieved his robots
did not have a mind because, if they did, he would have to consider
their intentions, desires, and beliefs before turning them on and off,
taking them apart, and experimenting on them willy-nilly. If robotic
AT achieves mindfulness and is inserted into his robots, then his ro-
bots would not only feel more lifelike, they would become a new form
of life among us because they could be said to have the most impor-
tant element of humanity, mind, self-awareness, and critical reflex-
ivity. As I drove, I wondered how this way of thinking about robotic
Al articulated to certain Christian desires for the resurrection of the
sanctified body. Be this as it may, in the context of an increasingly
wrecked climate, I was not surprised to hear a radio show on Al veer
into discussions of the ethical and political implications of attribut-
ing different qualities of mind to not merely non-human animals and
more-than-human existence but inanimate existence.

Solicitations to reconsider the nature of nonhuman minds are
emerging not merely from the microbial and Al sciences, but from
within a multitude of academic and public spaces. Take, for instance,
what may appear as a provincial archaeological debate about mind, in-
tention, and interpretation among extinct hominian species. The Uni-
versity of Wisconsin reported that some of its archaeologists had “un-
covered evidence of intentional burial” practices among Homo naledi
and geometrical, perhaps symbolic cross-hatchings, they created on
nearby walls. The significance of the find was described in this way:

Until now, scholars believed that the mental capacity behind com-
plex cultural behaviours like burial and mark-making required a
larger brain, like those of Neanderthals and Homo sapiens. And
yet, Homo naledi’s brain was only about one-third the size of hu-
mans. (Mahon 2023)

If the findings held up, they would upset existing theories about the
evolution of the brain and meaning-making (Mahon 2023). Not sur-
prisingly, multiple experts skeptically weighed in. Was this a burial,
rather than merely a collection of bones? Did these symbols relate
to the bones? Where they symbols, or mere scratches? How do we
know Homo naledi made the cross-hatchings rather than a group of
Homo sapiens who came later? And most importantly, what kind of
forensic evidence would prove or disprove a claim of semiotic inten-
tionality? (Crossland 2018).

Debates about the meaning of the skeletal collection and the
cross-hatchings point to fundamental philosophical and semiotic
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disagreements about the relationship between mind, symbol-mak-
ing and intentionality. If it was a burial site, did this burial signify
some second order meaning - the sanctity of Homo naledi bodies and
by implication the idea of corporal desecration and a belief in dei-
ties. Or were these bodies buried so that their purification would not
attract dangerous scavenger animals? Did the Homo Naledi intend
their actions to mean these or other things? Did they intend them to
be understood by other Homo naledi or perhaps some non-Homo nal-
edi kin? For many theorists of mind additional qualities of commu-
nicative intention critically separate mental action from behaviour-
al actions. For instance, plant scientists have known for some time
that plants produce chemicals to ward off specific predators. But a
new study demonstrates that Arabidopsis mustard plants can differ-
entiate between hazardous and nonhazardous encounters. “What is
surprising and cool is that these plants only create defence respons-
es to feeding vibrations and not to wind or other vibrations in the
same frequency as the chewing caterpillar”, according to Heidi Appel
(Meissen 2014). We could say that the Arabidopsis mustard plant in-
terprets the difference between the abrasions of wind and the munch-
ing of pests. Interpretation here is used in sense of an ability to dis-
criminate between types of vibrations and the relation of vibration
to the activation of the chemical variability of their leaves. Many phi-
losophies of mind, however, see a chasm between the ability to dis-
criminate and respond to elements in the environment and an inten-
tion to discriminate. Something might interpret a difference within
its environment and, on the basis of this interpretation, alter itself.
But the claim that a plant can discriminate between motions that
threaten its life and motions that do not is quite different from the
statement that it intends to discriminate and it intends the chemical
change to be interpreted as ‘yuck’ by the predator bug. In sum, three
elements are in play: an interpretive capacity, the capacity to shape
signs to be interpreted by others, and an intention to do so (Zimmer
2023). Philosophies of mind have long debated this relationship be-
tween intentionality, consciousness and mind® as well as language-
based approaches to linguistic subjectivity.” In the latter, intention-
al sign-production - signs produced to be interpreted by another - is
tightly correlated to the emergence the form of self-consciousness as-
sociated with the human acquisition of subjectivity, that is, linguistic
subjectivity. Here language provides the necessary grounds for the
‘" who intends to convey meaning to ‘you’. And it links this dialogi-
cal personhood to linguistically established organizations of tense
and space. When referring to nonlinguistic ‘subjects’, studies deploy

8 Forexample, see Ascombe 1957; Seale 1983; Dennett 1972; Strawson 2008; Short 1981.
9 Perhaps most influential was the work of Emile Benveniste (cf. Benveniste 1971).
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nominal forms that conjure the agency that understands itself to be
doing the communication and interpreting communication of oth-
ers. Whether this agency is individualized (a plant) or mass collec-
tive (a forest), some nominalized object is projected as the locus mens
where intentional action is seated. Are these nonlinguistic subjects,
self-aware subjects, i.e., the forest is interpreting even if it does not
understand itself to be doing so? Does this matter, to whom, and in
order to produce what?

Daniel Povinelli’s work with numerous collaborators on the evolu-
tion of self-recognition has raised another issue for those attempting
to extend theories of mind from human to nonhuman animals. He and
Jennifer Vonk have argued that, in the study of nonhuman primates,
qualities that prove the presence of mind and those that prove the
presence of a theory of mind must be differentiated. Do nonhuman
apes have a theory of mind, of their own minds or the minds of others?
Povinelli and Vonk’s point is that nonhuman primates can see, feel,
interpret, and communicate without having to have a ‘theory’ about
seeing, feeling, and communicating which they project onto others
and which mediates the way the engage in sign-making. In my under-
standing, Povinelli and his various collaborators are not arguing that
nonhuman primates do not have a theory of mind but merely that no
test has proven that they do. Moreover, they continually emphasize
that they absence of a theory of mind does not demote the value and
worth of nonhuman primates. But critics have argued that denying
nonhuman primates a theory of mind does indeed, in very practical
ways, shift nonhuman primates from mental creatures to behaviour-
al creatures and from more to less mentally complex forms of exist-
ence (cf. Povinelli, Vonk 2003; 2004; Tomasello, Call, Hare 2003). To
be sure, we can ask whether it is possible to neutralize hierarchies of
value while retaining hierarchies of semiotic complexity and wheth-
er the evolution of mind from sense discrimination to self-awareness
necessitates a hierarchy of complexity.*°

3 Affects of Mental Attribution

Interesting questions, no doubt. But I point to these academic debates
and their circulation in nonacademic publics to get at something oth-
er than where nonhuman phenomena sit in the ascending, or merely
different, orders of intentionality, reflexivity, and interpretive abili-
ty. I want to ask why some feel the need to prove this or that nonhu-
man animal or this or that plant does or does not have mind and the
various qualities of mind associated with the western human mind?

10 Cf. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4427860/.
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Why do some feel we must add these western-derived qualities of
mind to nonhuman animals, plants and inanimate matter if they are
to have an equal place in the governing order of ethical, public, and
economic life? Why do some feel like, in arguing that we don’t know
whether chimpanzees have a theory of mind, we are lessening their
worth? Why do some feel as if we have reduced the ethical nature of
the plant if we deny that the plant intends to produce chemicals to
ward off predators? Why are we always creating individuals and col-
lectives to provide the seat of mind and its multifarious qualities? A
plant intends to do this? A forest thinks?

Surely part of the answer to this unwieldy block of questions is that
the sense-intuitions that I am tracking are correctly registering the
greater stakes in play. By sense-intuitions I mean interpretations felt
affectively, derived from the social constitution of corporeal sense. It
is a bit of ‘snake swallows its own tail’. Nevertheless, sense-intuition
of the sort I am tracking here is derived from how bodily dispositions
are constituted from within a social world and thus always interpret-
ing themselves in relation to it. As the assumptions and values of one
aspect of the social world changes, the sense-intuitions of how to act
in the world are disturbed. These sense-intuitions are part of what
Alaine Locke called the “struggle over the means and instrumen-
talization of value” lodged not only in “institutionally vested inter-
ests” but the “feeling-attitudes” and “dispositional imperatives” that
emerge to constitute persons as such (Locke 1989, 49). What surprise
that as western subjects are bombarded with dire messages about
climate collapse and environmental degradation, their sense-intui-
tions about the relationship between their taken for granted hierar-
chy of life and the use of things is being disturbed?** The ancestral
catastrophe of liberal settler capitalism has been radically destabiliz-
ing environments for centuries on centuries. But it is only now that a
large majority of western subjects are being affected by this derange-
ment, which they feel as a coming or arriving catastrophe. Whether
anyone knows anything about the slur of behaviourism, the sense-
intuition that assigning plants and nonhuman animals to this form
of action reduces their ethical claim on us, casting them out of po-
litical logos and dooming them to cruel and thoughtless usury. They
correctly diagnose that granting plants and nonhuman animals the
attributes associated with Eurocentric mind raises them in a value
hierarchy built into the ordinary transactional logics of liberal capi-
talism. They correctly feel that, if something does not share western

11 See, forinstance, the incommensurability between the settler liberal critical public
and moral (deontological) reason that I discussed in The Cunning of Recognition (2002),
or say the contradictions within the ideological state apparatuses that Louis Althusser
discussed in Lenin and Philosophy (1971). For Canadian context of transfigural settler
colonial recognition, see Coulthard 2014.
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values, in this case, the form and qualities of mind that Europeans
have created to understand themselves, then they can fall into the ra-
pacious jaws of capitalism. In short, the sense-intuitions surrounding
the above debates link academic and public interest in other-than-
human languages and minds to the ordinary ways in which liberal
or authoritarian capitalism habituates people to treat parts of exist-
ence that fall outside certain theories and territories of the human
mind. Thus, the sense-intuitions I am discussing are correct if they
are seen as diagnosing not qualities of mind, but the deployment of
Eurocentric ideas about mind in the ongoing rampages of colonial-
ism and capitalism.

What we may be seeing in recent interests in nonhuman language
and mind is a violent shuttling within the sense apparatus of liber-
al capitalist subjects as the ancestral catastrophe of settler coloni-
alism begins to affect them in the form of climate collapse. But if
these sense-intuitions are correct, they still face the question of di-
agnosis. How do they interpret the cause of the problem their intu-
itions are intuiting? We could say that these subjects are intuiting
that geontopower has created a careless attitude to other-than-hu-
man existence and this attitude is related to the environmental and
climate crisis they face. What then? What forms of solution do they
create or gravitate to?

4 Aspirations of Biosemiotics

For many scholars and activists, the developments in biosemiotics
would aide in the derangement of Eurocentric approaches to mind by
altering the way we think about sign-based communication (Guern-
sey 2017). For instance, scholars like Jespers Hoffmeyer have made
great strides in provincializing the human mind by recasting it as
merely “a particular instantiation of a nature that is in a deep sense
itself minded” (Hoffmeyer 2008, 28). He and other scholars in bio-
semiotics often point to the dynamic, emergent, and relational na-
ture of mind in which humans participate but in no way transcend.
In their hands, mind is a system of communicative relationality com-
posed of co-interpretative relays that can ramify in an alteration
of bodily composition and disposition. The emphasis is typically on
the ways that communication instantiates relations, the ways rela-
tions are irreducibly mediated by forms of communication, and how
both are irreducibly material and materializing. Relational commu-
nication is thus at once creatively playful and carefully conserving,
at once and the same time, inside, outside, and between specific or-
ganisms. Relational communicative systems can thus spiral up into
an ever-increasing order of complexity and coproduction. They can
be remarkably robust once anchored down. But they are also fragile
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and unstable at their tipping points (Kohn 2013; Thompson 2010).
The complex interpenetrating systems of interpretation are also sub-
ject to collapse if the relational networks of communication are sev-
ered - say a road is cut across an amazon forest. This is what we are
seeing in climate collapse.

This play of communication as relationally-producing materiality
attempts to free the other-than-human world from the denigrating
prison of mechanistic behaviourism - the idea that certain kinds of
existence do things because of some hardwired code, reducing them
to little more than organic windup toys. But for all of its attentiveness
to the immanent webs of life’s communicative relationality, most of bi-
osemiotics remains, well, unrelentingly biontological. Thus it is hard
to see biosemiotics as providing the basis for semiotics after geonto-
power. Still signs proliferate suggesting an intuition of a postgenonto-
logical existence whether or not we currently have a theoretical mod-
elling of such - say, intuitions about robotic AI. And many scholars
are attempting to neutralize the geontological division within semi-
otic theories of mind. Jonathan Beever and Vernon Cisney suggest a
way of exiting a strict biosemiotics through a form of panpsychism,
“the ancient and seemingly mystical position that minds are in and
through everything that exists... from human beings and nonhuman
animals down to things like rocks and thermostats” (2013, 352; ital-
ics added). Beever and Cisney focus on Deleuze’s post Spinozian ap-
proach to ‘contraction’. They write,

All of being is reconceived by Deleuze as a multiplicity of more and
less complex constitutions, relations, and interpretations of signs,
themselves conceived as contractions of time constituting the rel-
ative life of each thing that is, for as long as it is. (356)

Like Peirce, so Deleuze “mind is this ongoing and universal semiotic
process of contraction, interpretation, and reaction that occurs at all
levels of the natural world” (363). Not only is the differentiation be-
tween the wasp and the orchid a semiotic contraction, but so also is
the difference between the wasp orchid and air pressure. All of these
approaches can be said to model a semiotic theory neutral to the divi-
sions of Life and Nonlife, the animate and inanimate, the biological and
geological, the ecological and atmospheric. But are these models of a
semiotics against geontopower, or are they a postgeontological semi-
otics? Does modelling an irreducible and original semiotic multiplicity
agnostic to all categorical reason, let alone the division between Life
and Nonlife, confront the colonial order to geontopower? Or, by pro-
claiming the Good News of semiotic panpsychism, true for all and eve-
rywhere, do we smuggle a Eurocentric universalism in the back door.

This risks of not taking seriously the aspirational scope of biose-
miotics and post-geontological semiotics can be concretized in recent

31

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,19-38



Elizabeth Povinelli
Semiotics after Geontopower

attempts to establish the rights of nature.** Two questions become
obvious when shifting the focus from a semiotic model to a politi-
cal project. First, is whose system of human and other-than-human
relationality grounds the project to establish the rights of nature?
And, second, what is the scope of the framework imagined? What
the rights of nature make explicit that debates about plants, nonhu-
man hominian species, nonhuman apes, and semiotic panpsychism
can skirt, is that, at the centre of any discussion of the rights of na-
ture, is, as Jeremie Gilbert and his colleagues put it, the question of
“guardianship, stewardship, trusteeship and/or custodianship of na-
ture”; namely, who should be empowered to speak on behalf of this or
that realm of “nature”, more, to define the nature of “nature” (Gilbert
et al. 2023, 373). If “natural entities cannot defend their own rights
and require representation” how are they to be represented and by
whom are the proper representatives? (Gilbert et al. 2023). “We” can
model nonhuman mind any way we wish, but some human, or group
of humans, is doing the modelling and interpreting. As Christine J.
Winter and David Schlosberg have argued, debates about relational
communication always are about “what matter matters as a matter of
justice?” (Winter, Schlosberg 2023).** I would add the question, what
must matter become in order to circulate within and across what so-
cial relational territories?

Being of a certain age and educational profile, I cannot help but
think of Gayatri Spivak’s distinction between vertretung and dar-
stellung in “Can the Subaltern Speak?” (Spivak 1988). A multitude of
questions unfurl from the seemingly simply question of vertretung.
Who will be locos parentis of this or that region of human and other-
than-human relationality and kinship? Who will decide what is there?
Where is there? And whether scaling from the local to Gaia is a per-
version of earthkin relations or not? In short, we are not only faced
with the ability of the other-than-human world to signal to others, or
to parts of itself, its communicative intention, but with the filtering
of these qualities through specific social worlds, themselves always
within specific if multiple relations to the “struggle over the means
and instrumentalization of value”. This struggle has been at the fore-
front of the work of activists such as Vandana Shiva and her Research
Foundation for Science, Technology and Ecology. And because of this
struggle, many legal scholars and activists working with the frame-
work of in the rights of nature foreground their alliance with specif-
ic Indigenous cosmologies such as Pachamama.

Whatever intentions specific persons have in each of these com-
plex legal struggles, the question is remains of how the multiplicity

12 See, for example, Gilbert et al. 2023.
13 See also Winter 2020.
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of Indigenous relational cosmologies transformed to fit specific, what
Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar and I called an ethnography of transfig-
uration, in the case of the rights of nature, the necessity for Indige-
nous relations with their other-than-human kin to con-form to west-
ern legal concept of corporate personhood. We asked:

What limits are imposed on cultural forms as the condition of their
circulation across various kinds of social space? What materiali-
ties of form emerge from, and brace, these movements, and that
make ‘things’ recognizable inside the contexts in which they are
inserted? (Parameshuwar, Gaonkar, Povinelli 2003, 387)

To be sure, Greek and European law has a long history of animals
and inanimate objects in its systems of justice.** But leaving aside the
question of standing - who can stand as the representative of a re-
gion of more-than-human existence - we still must consider the forc-
es of darstellung, of what forms something must take as the condition
of entering liberal forms of addressivity and adjudication. Sure, one
way of asking the question is, if corporations can be legal persons,
why can’t other abstract collectives be considered persons within the
framework if liberal law? (Gordon 2018). If we ask the question this
way, the question is how developments in postgeontological semiot-
ics can support this idea of the personhood of nature by anchoring
it in an other-than-human mind in general. Put another way, a post-
geontological semiotics fits neatly into the new juridical imaginary
of the rights of nature (cf. Gilbert et al. 2023). It seems to solve an
ethical-political problem with an ethical imperative that conserves
Eurocentric imperative, “Give unto others what you find most valu-
able in yourself”, which in a decolonizing perspective can be trans-
lated into “Give unto others a modified version of what you refuse to
give away, your own sense of yourself as the model of all existence”
(Winter 2003). Afterall, we do not hear a call for stripping away the
values that compose subjectivity as a sedimentation of ongoing cap-
italist processes. “Give back to others the materials composing your
good life and the value-forms that make the continued dispossession
of others reappear as natural goods”. For those whose lives are lived
from the sedimented compositions of this hierarchy of mental values
disrupting it can feel like a derangement of their body and its senses,
because it is. This is why laws are passed to keep the capitalist mind
and economy of usury in place (cf. Eddy 2005). Or, the use a capital-
ist form, corporate personhood, to solve a capitalist problem, the de-
struction of existence as it currently exists.

This should give those of us wondering what a semiotics against

14 See, for instance, Hyde 1916; 1917; Dinzelbacher 2002.
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geontopower might consist of if upsetting a humanist approach to
personhood, mind, and rights can conserve the apparatus of liberal
humanist law. What happens when we absorb rivers and others forms
of existence into the concept of personhood emerging out of the catas-
trophes of Second World War and the Nuremberg trials? Put differ-
ently, what are we begin doing in a pragmatic sense, when we inter-
pret regions of other-than-human as persons - what are we insisting
they become in order for them to have standing before a court of law?
How is the legal inclusion of nature through a category meant to pro-
test capitalists from financial responsibility for the harms they do to
the human and more-than-human worlds an exit from the same over-
determination of a specific form of the Man - one that at once and the
same time aspires to include all in its dominion and exempt it from
the harms of applying its ruler? How would Deleuzian notions of se-
miotic contraction allow us to understand the transfigurations of ex-
istence necessary for natural things to be heard?

5 Semiotics Against Geontopower

The book from which this essay is derived will examine in more
depth how a post-geontological semiotics certainly could push bi-
osemiotics beyond a strict correlation between biology and mind.
But it will compare such an approach to a semiotics against geon-
topower. As opposed to a post-geontological semiotics, a semiotics
against geontopower does not aspire to model a new nature or the
true nature applicable to the All and Everywhere. It does rest on
the bizarre notion that if theory does not begin with what things
share in common then vicious war and usury are inevitable out-
comes. A semiotics after geontopower would need to begin within
a set of relations and the forces and powers that produce differen-
tial sedimentations of thought and matter, including thought as ha-
bituated matter with its tendencies of interest and its aspirations
of scope. It must carefully track the difference between derang-
ing a humanist approach to mind and a decolonial approach to se-
miotics. It must examine how unhinging a humanist mind need not
touch the derangement of the colonial order. When thinking about
thought in this way, I often return to Edouard Glissant’s opening
words in Poetics of Relation.

Thinking thought usually amounts to withdrawing into a dimen-
sionless place in which the idea of thought alone persists. But
thought in reality spaces itself out into the world. It informs the im-
aginary of peoples, their varied poetics, which it then transforms,
meaning, in them its risk becomes realized. (1997, xxi)
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Do We Need a Semiotics After Geontopower tries to create a space
between a post-geontological semiotics and a semiotics against geon-
topower. The first seeks to break the deforming borders and bound-
aries of life and nonlife as it creates an all-encompassing approach
to mind. The other examines the presuppositions within semiotics
in order to unhinge the deployments of mind in the ongoing rela-
tional sedimentations of settler colonialism. The format of this still
speculative book cites Roman Jakobson’s Six Lectures on Sound and
Meaning. The first lecture will consist of a revised version of this es-
say. The next three lectures take an elementary kernel of pragmat-
ic approaches to semiotics and mind and pivot it against seemingly
cognate concepts developed in critical Indigenous and Black stud-
ies. The second lecture will focus on theories of relatives. I begin
with Peirce’s self-understanding that his semiotics rested on a new
logic of relatives. I pivot what this means technically against vari-
ous critical Indigenous discussions about the ethics and obligations
of peoples to other-than-human kin, such as Kim Tallbear’s call cit-
ed above. The third lecture pressures pragmatics understandings,
and conflations, of the interpretant (or the agency of interpretation)
and mind. Again, it asks not merely how critical race and Indigenous
studies have shown the function of discourses of mind in the colonial
and racial systems of governance, but whether mind is a necessary
feature of any part of existence to be treated with ethical care. The
fourth lecture examines pragmatic approaches to truth in which the
highest order of thought must be understood as the habituated way
that mind treats objects through the mediation of signs. The fifth
lecture continues this discussion, asking how pragmatic approaches
to radical empiricism relates to the way Deloria Jr. and others have
discussed revelation as a form of adjustment and power rather than
fact or post-fact assertion. The final lecture returns to the sense-in-
tuition that a post-geontological semiotics is needed, asking wheth-
er a semiotics against geontopower could work alongside decoloniz-
ing and antiracist projects without becoming yet another colonizing
ontology, another evangelical form of mind announcing the arrival
of a redeemed theoretical world.
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1 Introduction: Value-Laden Maps

We all enjoy laughing at bad maps; there are entire Facebook groups
and Twitter accounts devoted to them, with hundreds of thousands
of followers. Bad maps misrepresent and mislead. They skew and
hide important truths and misdirect our attention. Often, they are
self-serving, promoting the values of their makers. But it is by no
means easy to delineate standards for what counts as a good map,
or to explain how good maps contrast with bad maps.

A seemingly simple answer is that bad maps are constructed by
biased mapmakers who encode their values into their maps, where-
as good maps are objective and value-neutral. But I will argue that
map-making is necessarily value-driven all the way down; there is
no such thing as a value-neutral map. Another seemingly simple an-
swer is that a bad map is one that misrepresents, while a good map
represents accurately. But what counts as misrepresentation? Roads
are not literally black lines; the earth is not literally marked by po-
litical borders; all maps use nonliteral representational conventions.
Maps are never exact copies of what they map. It is a substantial epis-
temological problem to demarcate the difference between nonliteral
maps that serve legitimate epistemic ends and those that irrespon-
sibly mislead. Nor does it solve this problem to say that a map must
represent accurately according to established representational con-
ventions. For one thing, as we will see, some of the best, most illu-
minating maps break with these representational conventions. And
for another, it will turn out that some common representational con-
ventions are especially effective at hiding the values and choices
that went into the production of a map, thereby distorting our infer-
ences from it. A good map, we might say, is one that generates cor-
rect and helpful inferences when it is used. But it is difficult to spec-
ify the properties that make maps good in this sense, and as we will
see, even good maps also risk misleading, distorting, and obfuscat-
ing spatial knowledge.

Consider two maps that will be familiar to many in Figure 1 and
Figure 2.
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Figure1 Standard Mercator map of the world
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Figure2 Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority subway map. 2023
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Any projection map - that is, any two-dimensional map of a curved
surface - cannot simultaneously preserve relative size, shape, rela-
tive distance, and direction, with respect to the shapes that it rep-
resents. Different projection systems compromise different combi-
nations of these four parameters, but as a matter of mathematical
necessity, each must compromise some of these parameters to pre-
serve others. The Mercator map of the world [fig. 1], familiar to most
of us from the walls of our middle school geography classroom, pre-
serves direction at the cost of shape and relative size. The map is
accurate, according to its representational conventions. The reason
this map preserves direction is because it was designed for navi-
gational purposes. Those of us seeing the map, however, are over-
whelmingly not using it to navigate, and it has well-known distorting
effects upon our understanding of the world that are far from polit-
ically neutral. It centers Europe and magnifies the white-dominat-
ed global north while shrinking the global south, infamously mak-
ing Greenland and Africa look comparable in size. It was also used
to visually magnify the threat of communism during the Cold War
(Monmonier 2018, 109). Not only do these effects scaffold racist and
xenophobic narratives and understandings of space, but the original
map was racist in its inception, because it was literally designed for
colonizers, to help them start at the ‘center’ and make their way effi-
ciently to colonizable spaces. Hence this is a bad map because it in
effect misinforms and skews our understanding, and it does so be-
cause of poor value-laden choices in its construction. But its badness
does not lie in its inaccuracy or its straying from established repre-
sentational conventions.

Meanwhile, the map of the Washington, D.C. metro system [fig. 2],
is often heralded as an example of a good, useful map, because it
serves the purposes of its intended users very well, clearly marking
points of exchange, the order of stops, and city boundaries. Its bold
colors and thick, elegant lines make it easy to read and use for the
purpose of navigating the city. But it is in many senses a wildly inac-
curate map, most noticeably in being dramatically not to scale. It is
also very minimal in the information it contains. If someone were to
try to use the map to find their way around D.C. by foot, or to try to
extrapolate how suburbanized different areas will be, or for any num-
ber of other purposes, the map would prove misleading or useless. So,
this map’s value does not depend on its accuracy, or on its immunity
from misleading, and this value is relative to our interest in its use.

Value-laden choices must be made throughout the course of map
production. Making a map requires choosing everything from the
colors and thickness of the lines, the symbology, the scale, the pro-
jection system, the data sources, the categories into which data will
be divided, and the parameters the map will represent. Each choice
represents and communicates some information while omitting,
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distorting, or hiding other information, as cartographers themselves
routinely acknowledge. Maps in their essence simplify, schematize
using representational conventions, and ignore detail. This is how
they communicate. A map that simply reproduced reality would not
be a map at all, and given that it has to simplify and select what it
shows, choices as to how to do so are inevitable. As James Scott puts
the point,

A city map that aspired to represent every traffic light, every pot-
hole, every building, and every bush and tree in every park would
threaten to become as large and as complex as the city that it
depicted. And it certainly would defeat the purpose of mapping,
which is to abstract and summarize. A map is an instrument de-
signed for a purpose. We may judge that purpose noble or moral-
ly offensive, but the map itself either serves or fails to serve its in-
tended use. (2020, 87)

In his classic book, How to Lie with Maps, geographer Mark Monmo-
nier reveals the many ways in which map-making requires value-lad-
en choices, and warns that maps that are not made with ‘knowledge’
and ‘honesty’ will be distorted and misleading. However, he does not
take on the problem of what counts as a good map, given the inelimi-
nability of these choice points; it is not clear what standards an hon-
est and knowledgeable cartographer could use to achieve undistorted
objectivity, or what exactly a cartographer is supposed to be honest
about. Monmonier says that we should “be wary of cartographic ma-
nipulators” who make representational choices “that best prove their
point” (2018, 159). But this is complicated by the fact that maps are
communicative devices; so of course we use them to communicate
our point; there is no neutral representation.

Up until World War II, geography as a discipline was focused on ob-
serving and documenting practices in local regions. It had little claim
to producing generalizable knowledge and was looked down upon by
the ‘real’ sciences. After the war, there was a revolution in academ-
ic geography, as people invented techniques for encoding elaborate
statistical spatial information into maps. With the rise of GIS in the
1980s and 1990s, the capacity to do this grew enormously. Geogra-
phy reinvented itself as a ‘spatial science’, whose central purpose was
to translate quantifiable, purportedly perspective-independent and
value-neutral spatial patterns and relationships in Newtonian space
into objective visual representations. Some vocal geographers such
as Stan Openshaw (1991) influentially argued that the only hope for
geography to establish scientific bona fides was for it to become an
objective and quantitative science, by focusing almost entirely on
the production of such representations. The visual representation of
statistical spatial information was to be the primary epistemological
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method for both collecting and communicating knowledge in geog-
raphy (Cresswell 2012; Pavlovskaya 2018).

The advent of ‘spatial science’ and GIS in particular saved dying
academic geography departments, which now often earn their in-
stitutional keep by training GIS technicians, who are sought after
by city planning, transportation, public health, police departments,
and other such practical fields that use spatial information. The im-
age of proper spatial science as objective and aperspectival is cen-
tral to the discipline’s claims to practical usefulness and scientific
credibility. The institutional survival of geography departments de-
pends on sustaining this image of objective, scientific map-making.
This image sits in uneasy, unresolved, and mostly unexamined ten-
sion with the straightforward ways in which map making involves in-
eliminable value-laden choices.

2 Maps and Epistemic Risk

The most well-developed literature around the role of values in sci-
ence concerns ‘inductive risk’. The clearest definition of inductive
risk for my purposes is the risk of a false negative or false positive
that we accept in making a non-deductive inference from evidence
to the acceptance or rejection of a general empirical conclusion from
that evidence. Most paradigmatically, we assume inductive risk when
we accept or reject a hypothesis on the basis of statistical evidence.
This is because any time that we make an uncertain inference from
empirical evidence, we assume the risk of accepting something false
or rejecting something true. And, as many philosophers have shown
in creative ways, we cannot decide what the correct epistemic thresh-
old is for making such an inference - for balancing the risk of a re-
jecting a true hypothesis against the risk of accepting a false hypoth-
esis - without bringing values to bear. We decide where to set this
threshold in light of how bad of an outcome we think a false negative
would be compared to how bad of an outcome we think a false posi-
tive could be. There is no value-independent ‘right’ threshold, since
we are always necessarily trading one epistemic risk for another, re-
gardless of where we set the threshold for hypothesis acceptance.*
But maps, like models and like other visual representations of da-
ta, are representations, not collections of inferences. They serve si-
multaneously as knowledge products, as evidence to be used in future
inferences, and as communicative devices. The epistemic product, in

1 See the essays in Elliot, Richards 2017 for multiple explorations of this inductive
risk argument; the original argument goes back to Rudner 1953 and has been much
discussed in twenty-first century philosophy of science.
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the case of a map, is not hypothesis rejection or acceptance, as it is
in the traditional type of scientific knowledge that has been the fo-
cus in philosophy of science. It is instead a representation of informa-
tion. Maps raise what Stephanie Harvard and Eric Winsberg (2021)
call ‘representational risks’, which are epistemic risks that are dis-
tinct from inductive risks. As Harvard and Winsberg point out, the
value-laden balancing of epistemic risks in representation looks dif-
ferent than the value-laden balancing of epistemic risks in scientific
inference. When we make decisions about how to represent a state of
affairs - whether through a map, a model, a taxonomy, or a visual di-
agram, for example - we must choose which aspects of the world to
include in our representation, how to categorize those aspects, and
with what symbology we will represent them. All these choices must
be made in light of values and interests. Even representations that
are accurate given their own conventions may mislead by encour-
aging incorrect inferences; by discouraging or distracting us away
from important correct inferences; or by skewing our sense of sa-
lience so that we focus our inferences on the wrong things and leave
important inferences unexplored. In other words, accurate represen-
tations may lead people to adopt false beliefs or to fail to adopt im-
portant true beliefs.

As Harvard and Winsberg point out, representations are not them-
selves true or false. Representations do not make claims, but instead
they lead us well or poorly in our inferences and belief formation. The
risk is not that a representation will turn out to be false, but rather
than it may distort the reasoning of those who use it. Because all rep-
resentations are partial and involve choices about how and what to
represent, all representations come with this representational risk of
misleading. Moreover, because representations are inherently com-
municative, the risk that they mislead is a risk that should be consid-
ered internal to the process of representing, and not just a separate
piece of moral luck. Methodological choices in representation are in-
extricable from communicative choices.

3 Three Types of Representational Risk

Maps raise representational risks of at least three kinds, correspond-
ing to three necessary stages in the map-making process. I name
these aesthetic risk, categorization risk, and simplification risk. Maps
are inherently aesthetic, categorizing, and simplifying. In no case can
any of these three types of risk be avoided; they can only be man-
aged in light of our values and interests, which govern how we want
the map to be used and what sort of knowledge we want it to convey.
In each of the three cases, there is no ‘safe’ or neutral answer to the
question of how to manage the epistemic risks involved.
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Aesthetic risk: Maps are perceivable objects, and they are in-
separable from their own aesthetic features. Aesthetic risk
is the epistemic risk introduced by making necessary aes-
thetic choices about representational conventions, which will
necessarily make some information salient at the cost of oth-
er information, and shape users’ attention to and interpreta-
tion of the map. There is no ‘true’ or ‘neutral’ set of aesthetic
conventions; all aesthetic choices must be made on the basis
of values and purposes.

Categorization risk: Of necessity, maps introduce representa-
tional conventions where symbols stand for categories of ob-
jects or data. For instance, solid black lines may stand for all
roads with open intersections, while double lines may stand
for all controlled access freeways; this convention groups
roads together by how they are accessed. A map that repre-
sents median income by neighbourhood may divide income
by quartiles, quintiles, standard deviations, or infinite oth-
er ways, but since it cannot represent each of the infinite-
ly many possible incomes a different way, it must pick some
categorization system or other. Reality does not hand itself
to us pre-categorized, and so these categorization choices
must be made in light of values and interests. In turn, these
choices shape what patterns the map reveals and what pat-
terns it hides, which in turn directs how people make infer-
ences from the map.

Simplification risk: Maps do not represent spatial reality in
all its complexity, but rather selected parts of this complexi-
ty. Mapmakers must choose which features, parameters, and
relationships to include on their map. Maps that include more
details and parameters have more nuance and contain more
information, but they risk communicating less as they be-
come visually incomprehensible. Communicative trade-offs
of this sort are inevitable; leaving off a parameter or feature
risks making it invisible and unsalient to readers of the map,
while including extra features clutters the map and reduces
its communicative power. Either way, the map can mislead.
Aesthetic choices and choices about categorization and sim-
plification are essential, unavoidable parts of map-making. In
none of the three cases is there a value-neutral answer writ-
ten into nature as to how these choices should be made. In
the following three sections, I explore how complex the role
of values in making all three sorts of choices can be. Maps
that are accurate, follow established representational conven-
tions, and communicate important truths still have the real
potential to mislead because of these choices.
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Figure3 Findtheredsquare Figure4 Findtheblueline Figure5 Findtheredline

A. Aesthetic Risk

Producing a visual representation of spatial information is never a
matter of mechanically processing data. Rather, it requires making
aesthetic choices. Unlike when we represent knowledge or evidence
in propositions, maps necessarily have a visual, aesthetic form. In
producing a map, aesthetic choices are not external to the content,
like picking the font for a book; they are part of what individuates
the map. There is no abstract map independent of its symbology: the
colors it uses, the thickness of its lines, the contrast between figure
and ground, the shape of its nodes. These choices directly affect what
information the map makes salient and how the viewer will interpret
and use it. For example, contrasting colors, up to a point, make infor-
mation stand out and allow for quicker cognitive processing. Thus,
color contrast can be used to shape what the map makes salient and
what it hides (Fu et al. 2013). But too many colors become difficult to
process, and have the opposite effect, lessening how much informa-
tion the map effectively communicates. A map literally tells us differ-
ent things depending on these kinds of aesthetic choices, even hold-
ing the information strictly contained in the map constant.

It is easy to confirm phenomenologically that aesthetic choices di-
rectly impact how we process and extract information from visual
representations. Below is a small experiment that you can perform
for yourself while reading this paper. First, look at [fig. 3] and find the
red square as fast as you can. Next, look at [fig. 4], and find the blue
line. Finally, look at [fig. 5], and find the red line. All three tasks are
easy, but I trust it is subjectively obvious how the processing time in-
creases across the three tasks.

This experiment directly demonstrates how aesthetic features like
color and shape can impact our perceptions of salience and how we
process the information in a visual representation. For this reason,
two maps can encode exactly the same spatial information and be
technically exactly equally accurate in doing so, and yet they may
communicate very differently because of different aesthetic choices
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in their construction. See for example [fig. 6], which shows two infor-
mationally identical maps of murder sites.

There is no objectively correct aesthetic look that a map should
have; which aesthetic choices we should make depends upon which
patterns we are trying to make salient. The map on the right in [fig. 6]
is ‘better’ because it better serves the purpose of making the murder
sites and their topographic context salient and easy to process, and
this is likely what the map is used for. But there are infinite other pat-
terns consistent with the information encoded that it does not make
salient. Any set of aesthetic choices comes with aesthetic risk - the
risk that aesthetic choices that make some patterns salient and en-
able some inferences will hide other patterns, in ways that can mis-
lead. And this risk cannot be managed in a value-free way.

An exhibit at the Pratt Institute in October 2017, entitled You Are
Here NYC: Art, Information, and Mapping, featured artworks that
used geospatial data to produce representations designed to give
aesthetic insight into New York City as a human place. It included
Doug McCune’s piece, Data Sketch: Routes, which used GIS data to
create a map of New York City with a three-dimensional double wall
around its boundaries. The height of the taller wall indicates the num-
ber of immigrants to the city who arrived from that compass direc-
tion, while the height of the second, surrounding wall indicates how
many of these immigrants were children [fig. 7].

It also included Xingying Du, Michelle Htar, and Jessica Silver-
man’s Journeys Disconnected - Reconnected, which used colored yarn
to track the migration patterns of 66 people who were buried at Hart
Island in the Bronx, which served as a prison, a psychiatric institu-
tion, a sanatorium, and a boys’ reformatory. The piece makes vivid
how the island served as a terminus for complex global stories [fig. 8].

Such artworks are quantitatively representations of spatial data,
according to their representational conventions. The main thing that
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Figure 7 DougMcCune, Data Sketch: Routes. 2017 Figure8 XingyingDu, Michelle Htar, Jessica Silverman,

Journeys Disconnected - Reconnected. 2017

distinguishes them from traditional GIS maps is that their makers are
self-reflective about their aesthetic choices in producing such repre-
sentations, and about how the representations are designed to make
certain spatial patterns with human significance salient. Their aes-
thetic choices are specifically designed to encourage specific inter-
pretations of and responses to the spatial information they portray.
The aesthetic features of these works are not overlain on top of reg-
ular maps, nor are these artworks instead of regular maps. Instead,
both reveal the extent to which every map is a product of necessary
value-driven aesthetic choice points.

A more standard immigration map has the look of objectivity rath-
er than art. However, its makers also had to choose its color scheme
and symbology. The choice to make a map with the look of stark neu-
trality - one that seems to depend on no investments in a specific in-
terpretation, and no interest in capturing any particular lived per-
spective - is itself a value-laden aesthetic choice. The aesthetics of
withholding any interpretive perspective is a look that we choose be-
cause of specific interests. It is no more or less epistemically fecund
or representationally accurate in virtue of this aesthetics of neutral-
ity. In no obvious sense can it be said to have any special ‘epistemo-
logical priority’ over maps that make more explicitly communicative
aesthetic choices. Whether or not the makers of a neutral looking’
immigration map [fig. 91 were deliberate and thoughtful about the
downstream effects of their aesthetic choices, they had to choose all
the same, and their choices affect what the map communicates, and
which inferences it stimulates and which it discourages.

All three maps are good maps for some purposes. All of them are,
as far as we can tell, accurate given their own representational con-
ventions and goals, and they make salient important truths about
migration, borders, and the kind of place that New York City is. Mc-
Cune’s map is based on quantitative data, but it conveys a qualitative
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Concentration of Foreign-Born New
Yorkers from Top 10 Countries of Origin

According to the 2010-2014 American Community Survey,

37% of New Yorkers were foreign-born ® - 500 residents born
in specified country
by census tract

SHARE OF FOREIGN-BORN
NEW YORKERS BORN IN:

Dominican Republic <E— 1%
China JEEEEE 2%
Mexico < &%
Jamaica 5Es%
Guyana 4%
Ecuador <El+%
Haiti 3%
Trinidad and Tobago &%
India @ma%
Bangladesh iz

Other countries 4s%

Figure9
Furman Center Ny
R Furman l
immigration map Sources: 2010-2014 American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates, NYU Furman Center  CoMter

of New York City. 2015 ©2016 NYU Furman Center

sense of place and migration that are absent in the more ‘objec-
tive’-looking map. Du, Htar, and Silverman’s map brings spatial paths
traversed to life as lived journeys. The Furman Center map is good at
conveying where there are ethnic neighborhoods in the city, while it
evokes no sense of place or journey. We might think that because it
is an ‘objective’ map, it is not its job to convey anything so humanis-
tic as a sense of place or journey. But the other two maps prove that
representationally accurate maps can do this. Whether they do or not
depends not on the objective correctness of the map, but on the aes-
thetic choices made during its construction.

All three maps make different value-laden choices based on which
patterns they care about conveying and what sorts of inferences they
care about stimulating. All three maps have legitimate epistemic val-
ue. All three maps balance aesthetic risks, since their aesthetic choic-
es make some meanings and patterns salient while thereby direct-
ing attention away from others.
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B. Categorization Risk

A map will not be readable unless it categorizes its data. This might
be as simple as two-lane roads being symbolized in one way and high-
ways in another. Or it might be a matter of breaking data for income,
temperature, or some other continuous variable into quartiles, quin-
tiles, or deciles on a choropleth map. Or it might involve breaking
up data using racial or gender categories. These categorizations are
necessary, because not every data point can have a unique symbol,
otherwise the map will not reveal spatial patterns any more vividly
than a photograph. But these categorizations are choices, which are
not written into nature. Categorization choices are not true or false
or even accurate and inaccurate, but rather adequate or inadequate
to purpose. How a map maker chooses to categorize their data will
directly affect which patterns the map reveals and which it hides.
Mark Monmonier writes,

A single set of numerical data can yield markedly dissimilar maps.
By manipulating breaks between categories of data to be shaded
on a choropleth map, for instance, a mapmaker can often create
two distinctly different spatial patterns... Wary map users must
watch out for statistical maps carefully contrived to prove the
points of self-promoting scientists, manipulating politicians, mis-
leading advertisers, and other propagandists. (2018, 153)

He warns about unscrupulous and irresponsible mapmakers bending
maps to their own ends through categorization systems, but there is
no correct categorization system built into nature. All of them come
with representational risk, because all hide some patterns while re-
vealing others. His warning about manipulative categorization sys-
tems suggests that there exist, in contrast, honest and disinterested
categorization systems, but it is unclear what these would be or by
what standards we would determine them.

For a simple example, consider the two maps of American mpox
infections from 2022 [figs 10a-b]. These maps were based on the same
data set and represent the same time. Such maps typically use more
intense colors to indicate locations with higher infection rates. But
of course, we can make mpox look like an especially pressing is-
sue or a relatively mild concern depending where we set the cut-off
for a ‘very high’ infection rate, which varies dramatically on differ-
ent maps. Notice how much more pressing the issue looks on one of
these maps than the other. Notice also that we can see different pat-
terns in each map.

Consider now a map showing the residence locations of people of
different races. Such a map requires that we decide how to categorize
people by race. This means choosing a racial categorization system.
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Figure 10a-b  Mpoxinfections by American state. 2022

[Fig. 11] shows a dot map of Detroit, produced by Dustin Cabel at the
University of Virginia. Cabel used 2010 census data to represent the
racial demographics of each major American city, with one racially
color-coded dot for every person deemed a resident.

In this map, one can vividly see the stark segregation of the city,
with 8 Mile Road a sharp dividing line between White and Black. This
map is an excellent map, in that it uses categorization and symbolo-
gy to reveal an important truth about the city of Detroit accurately
and vividly; it makes a pattern lucid for us in a way that a list of sta-
tistics never could. When you look at this map, the boundary creat-
ed by 8 Mile Road takes on hard reality. We can see segregation at
work! This map encourages correct and important inferences that
would not otherwise be salient.

But the map is a product of a series of categorization choices that
hide other patterns. For instance, following the census, the project
folded all Middle Eastern and Arab people into the ‘White’ catego-
ry. It thereby made it impossible to see one of the most vulnerable
and vexed groups in the country. Indeed, the Detroit greater area
has among the largest Muslim populations in the United States (or
the largest, depending upon the source and the exact definition of
the metro area). This is an important fact about the spatialized racial
politics of the city, which is obscured by the map. The map also folds
together all Asians, despite important differences between groups
from different parts of the continent. For instance, this means that
this map does not reveal the distinctive physical isolation of Detroit’s
Hmong community, which again is an important feature of the spa-
tialized racial politics of the city (Yang 2003).

So, it is an objective flaw in the map that it used categorization
systems that occluded these spatial patterns? No, because using a
more fine-grained racial categorization system would have muddied
the pattern that did emerge, which is a real and important pattern.
The map as it stands is not wrong or flawed, but what it reveals and
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Figure1l
: Central Washington, D.C.
L&} *-g%‘_ commuting map, 2019

what it hides is based on value-laden choices that vanish under the
veneer of stark objectivity that the visual representation suggests.

The racial categorizations used to produce this map were inherit-
ed pre-packaged from those used in the United States census. We do
not know whether the cartographers thought explicitly about the im-
pact that using the census categorizations would have on these dot
maps. Making use of a secondary source of data like the census pro-
vides concrete benefits in map-making, giving cartographers access
to vast data sets that would be impossible for individual researchers
or small research teams to recreate. Hence some value-laden choic-
es were already baked into the technological infrastructure avail-
able to the researchers who produced the maps. Thus, the research-
ers made a second kind of epistemic trade-off: they accessed a larger
data set than any they could produce on their own, at the cost of off-
loading the burden of reflecting on racial categorizations and the
epistemic risks they pose.

The visual representation that results from these choices affects
what we see as real boundaries and divisions in the city. In turn,
this affects not just what theoretical inferences we draw, but also
our practical decisions. Maps like this one influence investors’ and
developers’ choices about where to buy and build property, individ-
uals’ choices about where to live and visit; and policy decisions con-
cerning transportation infrastructure and the like. Thus, categori-
zation choices that determine which patterns our maps reveal and
which they hide concretely impact the world we live in. The map in
[fig. 11] is, by any reasonable measure, a good map that reveals use-
ful and important truths, but it is not free of representational risk.
We need to read it with a critical eye, aware of what sorts of patterns
it may be occluding.
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C. Simplification Risk

Maps necessarily simplify the spatial complexity of the area that they
map; any map must select which spatial features, parameters, and re-
lationships it will represent. In the last section, we saw that we need
to choose how to sort individual data points into categories, which
is also a form of simplification. But before we even get to categori-
zation, we need to pick what will be represented in a map at all, ab-
stracting away from the indefinitely rich particularity of any space
and choosing parameters to represent. Including more parameters
on a map increases nuance and detail, but lowers its communicative
power and inferential ease.

There has been a strong and unsurprising bias, within GIS cul-
ture, in favor of representing simple quantitative relationships and
features. GIS maps achieve their veneer of scientific legitimacy and
objectivity partly by sticking to measurable, visually clean spatial re-
lationships and data points. There is also a bias in favor of including
parameters for which we have large data sets, as this increases the
statistical power of the map. But here, representational risk comes
in, because both biases mean that we are less likely to represent and
communicate more complex relationships and non-quantitative spa-
tial phenomena, which means that those patterns are occluded, and
don’t show up as part of our visual canon of objective spatial truths.
In other words, what it is easiest to map effectively unsurprising-
ly impacts what we map, and in turn this shapes our understanding
of spatial reality, with the easily mappable parts showing up as ob-
jective features of the world, while other patterns are left invisible.

Consider, for example, commuting maps. Geographers love to make
maps that represent commuting patterns (that is, trips between home
and work), perhaps divided by gender, or race, or by income bracket.
It is worth exploring why there are so many commuting maps, and
which patterns and relationships are revealed and hidden when we
use GIS to represent commuting patterns. I want to highlight what
commuting maps tell us about what kinds of motion and whose mo-
tion are essential to understanding the dynamics of a region.

Why do our maps of motion through cities so often focus on
home-work trips? First, we tend to think of these as the ‘main’ trips
that define someone’s day. Second, we have the best data sets for this
kind of motion. Commuting data is easily available, because we keep
track of where people live and where they work, but we do not have
any immediate access to the other ways in which people move through
space. These are connected facts: this data is more easily available
partially because we take home and work to be the two main places
where people belong, the places it is worth collecting data about. In
contrast, we cannot easily get data to map movement through space to
visit family, care for a parent, go to church, pick children up through
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school, go to the doctor, socialize, and so forth. In fact, only about 25%
of vehicle trips in the United States are commuting trips, according to
a 2019 study (Tsafos 2019). That figure predates the COVID pandemic,
so it is likely that the current number is even smaller in many cities,
because of the large rise in the number of people who work remotely
from home. Thus, a commuting map will give a highly distorted pic-
ture if we see it as a representation of city movement.

Whose lives are centered and privileged by these maps, and what
aspects of those lives are taken as essential? First, it centers peo-
ple who have one single work location, as opposed to those who have
other kinds of jobs or who are not traditionally employed. This leaves
out artists, contract workers, adjuncts teaching at multiple univer-
sities, many sorts of tradespeople such as plumbers and painters. It
privileges white-collar in-person office workers and blue-collar man-
ufacturing workers. It leaves out very young and very old people and
many disabled people. It is more likely to leave out women than men.
Meanwhile, policy and transportation decisions, such as where to
place bus routes and bike lanes, are made on the basis of these maps,
which in turn makes commuting trips easier, but often makes oth-
er sorts of motion through a city more difficult. Thus, such maps en-
code whose lives and what dimensions of those lives are privileged,
while in turn contributing to the development of infrastructure that
further privileges those lives and life dimensions.

Consider the map of (pre-COVID) commuting patterns in central
Washington, D.C. [fig. 12].

Figure12 Central Washington, DC commuting map. 2019
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This is a map that I generated using census data, which shows the
workplaces of people who live in the fastest growing, most quickly gen-
trifying part of Washington, D.C. (inside the central polygon). Looking
at the map, you can see a clear commuting direction: people who live
in the center of the city tend to travel to the west and southwest on
their commute. Most people living in this central polygon are young
white educated professionals who have recently migrated to the city.
For anyone familiar with Washington, D.C., this map will not be sur-
prising; the dark areas representing heavy employment for those liv-
ing within this intensely gentrified area include medical facilities and
governmental organizations such as the World Bank in Foggy Bottom,
and political offices and lobbying and law firms along K Street NW,
as well as Georgetown University and George Washington University.

I originally created this map for the purpose of showing why peo-
ple were advocating for building bike lanes leading from the central
polygon to the areas to the west and southwest, and the map is ef-
fective at demonstrating this need. Since many young professionals
move to the city partly to rid themselves of car dependence, and since
biking is a healthy, cheap, and environmentally sustainable mode of
transportation, the case for bike lanes appears transparent from this
map. But there is a second story that this map not only fails to tell,
but occludes. The area in the center of the city that shows up as to be
commuted through on this map is also one which elderly Black resi-
dents, who have managed to stay in their homes as the area gentri-
fies, move within in order to go to one of several local, longstanding
Black churches and to visit family and neighbors. It is also an area
that Black people displaced by gentrification, who have moved out to
public transportation-starved, car-dependent Prince George’s Coun-
ty, Maryland, travel into, to see elderly relatives and to go to church.
None of this motion shows up on the map.

Thus, this map makes the area look like one to be passed through
by residents from the east on their way to work in the west/southwest,
rather than one to come into or move around in. The map gives an ap-
parent place-meaning to the space that we are seeing, and in turn this
can shape decisions about what sorts of infrastructure the area needs.
It turns out that bike lanes through this area will disrupt much-need-
ed parking for Black churches and other key Black community institu-
tions. This commuting map, if taken on its own, thus encourages fur-
ther gentrification and disruption of the at-risk ecology of the area.

What I wanted to do, in principle, was to make maps showing
both kinds of motion, so that I could demonstrate the nuanced and
contradictory mobility needs of the neighborhood. But this proved
impractical, because the GIS technology and data available to me
through the census privileged home-work trips. Showing the uses
of the space by Black residents would have required that I somehow
collect information on movement around and into the neighborhood
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person by person, and the results would have been unreliable and
have had much less statistical power than the giant census data sets.
Our privileging of some kinds of motion over others is built into our
institutions and technology, and reflected in our maps. This com-
muting map is not inaccurate; it represents what it claims to repre-
sent. But it is difficult, when looking at it, not to see commuting as
a proxy for motion in general through the city. This is a representa-
tional risk that the map poses. Based on such commuting maps, we
understand the city as a set of flows that require various kinds of in-
frastructural support, thereby hiding the lives, motions, values, and
needs of those whose spatial lives are not organized around a tradi-
tional home-work commute. A mismatch between what this map en-
codes and what it communicates is likely, given the background as-
sumptions that frame its look and its uptake. It lends itself to misuse,
if this misuse is not actively blocked by further communication and
framing, or by a countermap that is hard to produce. Here again we
have a map that is accurate according to relatively straightforward
representational conventions and can communicate important and
useful truths about spatial patterns. But it still runs the risk of mis-
leading its users and occluding important information.

4 There Are No Safe Maps

I have tried to show that any map production is riddled with inelim-
inable representational risks, including what I have called aesthet-
ic, categorization, and simplification risks, so that the values we use
to manage these risks will always affect which real patterns the map
communicates and which it hides. There are no neutral, value-free
choices to be made about aesthetics, categorization, or simplification.
Once we recognize that every map occludes and reveals, and that
value-laden choices at multiple stages determine how it does this, we
can lose our handle on what counts as a good map. A good map, one
would think, should be epistemically helpful and fecund, rather than
epistemically inhibiting. But I have argued that even well-construct-
ed, epistemically helpful and fecund maps can also be epistemical-
ly inhibiting. There does not seem to be any straightforward way to
classify some maps as epistemically safe. A map that is designed to
direct people’s attention in ways that are misleading and epistem-
ically damaging is a bad map, and this is true even if it is accurate
according to its representational conventions. But as we have seen,
many maps that are well-designed and epistemically illuminating will
at the very same time leave out and occlude other important spatial
patterns, and can thereby do epistemic damage.

One reason why many maps are likely to occlude important pat-
terns for their users is that they often follow conventions that give
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them the look of neutrality and transparency. Many maps present
visual data in a way that makes us feel like we are seeing straight
through to the objective truth about spatial data. This is partly sim-
ply because we find visual representations powerful, but it is also be-
cause we have entrenched a specific conventional aesthetic and con-
ventional choices about what and how we map that signal scientific
accuracy and value-neutrality in our maps (Ferdinand 2019). Some
maps look business-like and neutral, like the map in [fig. 9]. Maps that
use what we read as a ‘neutral’ aesthetic, and that represent simple
quantitative relationships, look the most objective and transparent
to us. Maps that present the world as neutrally calculable, measur-
able, statistically analyzable, and representable are prized, for rea-
sons that we saw at the start of this presentation; they give geog-
raphy its institutional claim to legitimacy and scientific bona fides.
However, they also hide their own representational risks and discour-
age critical distance from their message. Their apparent transparent
objectivity is epistemically misleading. Arguably, maps that aesthet-
ically display their own specific perspective and value-laden produc-
tion and perspective have distinctive epistemic advantages. For in-
stance, the ‘artistic’ maps we saw in [figs 7-8] had an evident point of
view that they were trying to communicate. They seem more honest
in their open use of aesthetic choices than do many more mneutral’
looking maps, and they are also informative, even though they too
come with representational risks.

Critical GIS is a small but flourishing area devoted to revealing how
GIS conventions in geography are not value-neutral. Critical GIS theo-
rists and practitioners push back against the institutional privileging
of statistics-rich maps that represent the kinds of relationships that
are easy to quantify, and that present themselves as value-free. These
maps systematically occlude other sorts of spatial patterns, including
patterns that could only be revealed through qualitative inquiry. Crit-
ical GIS theorists and practitioners promote uses of GIS that are open-
ly governed by value-laden goals such as social transformation, and
the discovery of marginalized and hidden spatial patterns whose visi-
bility has political value (Pavlovskaya 2006; 2018). Often, this involves
finding ways to represent qualitative data in map form.

For instance, in 2008, Mei-Po Kwan conducted an already-classic
study of Muslim-American women'’s felt danger and safety as they
moved around Detroit in the wake of September 11. She used GIS
technology to create phenomenological maps. Each map required the
curation of individual qualitative data. Such qualitative maps take
a lot of labor to produce. Her maps and their framing reveal clear-
ly that Kwan is invested in unearthing a specific spatial perspective
that she takes to have value; she is not revealing the neutral truth
about the organization of space. [Fig. 13] represents one Muslim wom-
an’s phenomenological map of her experiences of safety and danger
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Figure13 From Mei-Po Kwan 2008

as she navigated her city after September 11. Green lines represent
her motion through the city, and red patches represent spaces she
experienced as unsafe.

Such maps, like any maps, balance epistemic risks. They are the
product of aesthetic, categorization, and simplification choices. They
sacrifice some epistemic values, such as statistical power, in order to
promote others, such as revealing experienced spatial patterns and
phenomena that are hidden by standard quantitative methods. Of
course, these sorts of openly value-laden and qualitative maps can-
not supplant traditional, conventional maps, as there are many rele-
vant and important patterns that they do not convey. But they have
special epistemic value insofar as they reveal real patterns without
encouraging the viewer to see these patterns as neutral. They are
not pretending to value-neutrality or aperspectivality, but rather try-
ing to capture and communicate a specific perspective accurately in
visual, spatial form.

Mapmaking requires a dense and ineliminable series of value-lad-
en choices that balance epistemic risks; there are no such things
as safe or neutral maps. The resulting representations are commu-
nicative tools that always have the potential to mislead and misdi-
rect attention, as they always hide some patterns in order to reveal
others. Maps that use tropes and representational conventions that
suggest their own neutrality and transparency may be distinctively
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misleading, since they do not invite reflection upon the values and
purposes that guided their creation, or upon on the patterns that they
occlude. There is some irony in this, since these are the maps most
highly prized as science rather than art.
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1 Introduction

Kant’s philosophical lexicon includes expressions relating to land-
forms and, more generally, to space. Especially in critical writings, it
is not uncommon to encounter terms such as Land, Feld, Sitz, or Stelle
to signify something related to the mind, be it the cognitive faculties
or the relationships that concepts and objects can maintain. Schol-
ars have already pointed out that Kant “constantly invokes the geo-
graphical” and that the critical project, as a whole, should be consid-
ered “‘geographical’ in character” (Malpas, Thiel 2011, 195). More
recent studies have explored the intertwining, in Kant, of the semi-
otic characteristics of the map and the verbal language (see Moraw-
ski 2021; 2022). Everything suggests that a geo-spatial terminology
plays a metatheoretical role, allowing a cartographic imagination to
intervene in the process with which Kant forms some of his major con-
cepts. In this paper, we do not aim to carry out a lexicographic inves-
tigation, to which others have already made a significant contribution
(see Hohenegger 2014). We will rather try to understand which strate-
gy the geo-spatial terminology serves, i.e. which effects it is intended
to arouse in transcendental philosophy, more precisely in that part of
the doctrine of the method concerning the discipline of pure reason.
The map of the mind drawn by Kant seems to manifest a device within
which the subject is called to verify the validity of its representations
by recalling and visualizing where these representations come from
and where they are currently taking place, so that it can avoid the
transcendental illusion from which reason suffers by its very nature.

In order to corroborate our impression, we will first question
the geographical character of critical philosophy, which up to now
scholars have recognized almost unanimously. We ask, then: to what
extent is it correct to say that Kant was a “geographer of reason”
(Cassirer 1981, 45; Hohenegger 2012)? Has the project of a physi-
cal geography, a subject that Kant taught for forty years, really in-
fluenced, if not informed, the project of a critical philosophy? Do the
two disciplines employ the same cartographic process? Indeed, one
should distinguish at least two types of maps: physical maps and po-
litical maps. While the former seems to be the model of physical ge-
ography, the latter seems to be the model of critical philosophy. This
appears more clearly if we pay attention to the inverse relationship
that the rational and the aesthetic form of spatiality have in the two
disciplines. As Kant explains in his lectures, what physical geography
aspires to is to give the sensibility, the perception involved in the ex-
perience of the world the form of a wholeness. On the contrary, what
critical philosophy aspires to is, in some measure, to give the whole
a sensible, perceptible form. But when a “whole” is “made visible”,
nothing natural is represented “on a map”, but rather “the provinces
of a country [...] which lie to the north, to the west, etc.” (AA 7:184).
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It is beyond doubt that physical geography and critical philoso-
phy share a methodological principle: both are grounded on an idea,
i.e. on a representation of the whole, as they aim to realize a sys-
tem of cognition. However, we argue that these disciplines differ in
two main aspects (besides the obvious one given by the difference
in their objects): 1) the cartographic practices with which they draw
their maps; 2) the specific function of these maps. As for the first
point, the cartography of the world aims to localize objects of nature
according to their proper places, while the cartography of the mind
arranges the places in which cognitive faculties are then located.
Physical geography and critical philosophy do not relate to the spa-
tiality of their systems in the same way: the former conforms its sys-
tem of cognition to the morphologies of the territories and the habi-
tats of the life forms it observes, as “we are concerned with nature,
the earth itself, and those places where things are actually encoun-
tered” (AA 9:160); the latter, on the contrary, designs a priori its own
system and then conforms its objects to it, primarily the cognitive
faculties. As for the second point, while the world map given to us by
physical geography is a travel map, which is used “to anticipate our
future experience in the world” (AA 9:157), the map of the mind giv-
en to us by critical philosophy is used to keep us within the bounda-
ries of a plot of land, dissuading us from any aspiration of setting off
in search of the absolute, the unconditioned.

At first glance, cartography seems to play no role in critical phi-
losophy, as the entire plan of the system it aims to realize is already
contained in an idea of reason. However, since reason does not per-
ceive its own idea clearly - an aspect of the doctrine of the method of-
ten neglected by scholars -, we argue that the realization of the sys-
tem involves a degree of exploration and discovery, which requires
the use of a certain kind of map, as a tool that guides inventiveness.
This map is recognizable in the schema of the idea, which treats the
steps already taken in the setting-up of the system as suggestions
for the next one to take, as if cartography were a practice in which
the map maps itself.

The paper is structured as follows. In section 2, we will compare
the method of physical geography and the method of critical philos-
ophy in order to determine the specific form of spatiality inherent
in ideas of pure reason. In section 3, we will follow the concrete ap-
plication of the method towards the faculty of the understanding, in
order to show the role played by cartography in the realization of a
scientific system. Lastly, in section 4, we will develop the hypothe-
sis that the map of the cognitive faculties, exemplified by the tran-
scendental topic, displays a device in which the subject, captured in
its own reflection, is held back from undertaking the adventures of
thought typical of dogmatism.
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2 Was Kant Really a Geographer of Human Reason?

The setting-up of a system is the result of an art called “architec-
tonic” (A832/B860), which Kant discusses in the third chapter of the
Transcendental Doctrine of Method. This chapter of the first Critique
has aroused, in the last decade, the interest of scholars (see Ferra-
rin 2015; Gava 2023; Ypi 2021), who focused in a particular way on
the connection that the systematic, scientific unity of cognitions has
with the essential, practical ends of humanity. For what concerns the
theme of this paper, in this section, we will compare how the form
of spatiality inherent to the concept of system is treated in the first
Critique and in the physical geography lectures, in order to highlight
the similarities and differences.

That physical geography relates in a privileged way to space is
quite obvious, although Kant still underlines it in his lectures: “Geog-
raphy concerns phenomena that occur simultaneously in space” (AA
9:160).* It is not at all obvious, though, that reason has some kind of
relationship with space, and that the idea implies a form of spatiali-
ty of some sort, especially if we consider that an idea cannot be ad-
equately exhibited in an intuition. However, it is Kant himself who
suggests the presence of this form, when he compares the features
of an idea to those of an aggregate, a concept that, in other contexts,
he uses to represent the synthesis of the manifold in a spatial intui-
tion (see, for instance, A412/B439).

According to Kant, while the unity that constitutes an aggregate
is “heaped together” (gehduft), the unity that constitutes a system is
“articulated” (gegliedert) (A833/B861). These two different determi-
nations are indicative of two different processes underlying these uni-
ties: the growth of an aggregate is quantitative, i.e. it occurs through
the increase of the number of parts, which are added to each oth-
er externally, while the growth of a system is organic, i.e. its parts,
whose number remains unchanged, grow internally. Indeed, Kant
compares a system to the body of an animal, “whose growth does
not add a limb but rather makes each limb stronger and fitter for its
end without any alteration of proportion” (A833/B861). If the size of
an aggregate can grow indefinitely in extension, the size of a system
has determined boundaries that do not change as its body grows.?

1 Kant gives this definition in order to differentiate geography from history, which
narrates the temporal succession of events. On how this differentiation is problematic
and not always respected by Kant himself, see Marcuzzi 2011.

2 Onthe organicity of the system, see Dorflinger 2000, 5-50; Ypi 2021, 57-78. La Roc-
ca (2013) has highlighted how the Kantian concept of system differs from the Wolffian
in that the organic connection between the parts is not a logical-deductive connection
between premises and conclusions. Baum (2001, 25 ff.), on the other hand, pointed out
that Wolff already used the animal body as an analogous of the system. However, for

64

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,61-76



Marco Costantini
How Much Geography in Kant’s Critical Project?

But the most important characteristic of the form of spatiality in-
herent to an idea is that it consists in an arrangement of a set of po-
sitions given before the things that will occupy them. In an idea of
pure reason, “the extent [Umfang] of the manifold as well as the po-
sition [Stelle] of the parts with respect to each other” (A832/B860;
transl. mod.)? is determined a priori. An idea contains the “order of
the parts” (A833/B861) even before these parts are actually given.
This order is an arrangement in which everything is assigned the
place it must occupy. Systematizing does not mean worrying about
knowing where this or that thing should be put, but rather knowing
what should be put in this or that place. In realizing a system, “there
can be no contingent addition” (A832/B860). One does not proceed
by collecting the manifold of parts haphazardly, depending on how
one encounters them, and assembling them on the basis of “similar-
ity” (A833/B861). This would be a contingent and arbitrary way of
putting together a whole, which would result in a “patchwork” (Flick-
werk) (AA 24:400; Author’s transl.). Instead, one must proceed by se-
lecting the parts on the basis of “affinity” (Verwandtschaft), or, bet-
ter said, kinship, which pertains to the parts as they derive from “a
single supreme and inner end” (A833/B861). What differentiates sim-
ilarity from kinship is that similarity connects the parts together due
to particular aspects or properties that individually belong to each
one of them, while kinship connects the parts due to the belonging
of all to the same idea which has established in advance on their ar-
rangement. Just as the cause at the origin of an animal body, under-
stood as a natural purpose, “deposits [matter] in its appropriate place
[Stelle]” (AA 5:377), reason prepares the arrangement in which it will
place the knowledge to be included in a system.*

Like the first Critique, physical geography constitutes a treatise on
the method. Kant talks about this discipline in terms of a “propaedeu-
tic”, although for the “knowledge of the world” (AA 9:157).° The aim of
physical geography is to carry out a “general survey”, thus giving us
a “pre-formed conception [Vorbegriff] of everything” (AA 9:157). Al-
so, Kant explicitly claims the systematic, i.e. the architectonic char-
acter of this discipline: “[It] is not an aggregation but a system; for

Wolff, an organic body is still something that can be explained in mechanistic terms
and is therefore an aggregate, although an infinitely complex one.

3 From here onwards, any translations that have been slightly modified by the Author
will be indicated as ‘Transl. mod.".

4 Onlyif we keep in mind this rational form of spatiality, in which places have ontolog-
ical priority over the things that occupy them, can the two ‘metaphors’ of architecture
and organism cohere. Various literature has been produced on the two metaphors - es-
pecially on that related to architecture (see, among others, Manchester 2003, 2008) -,
which, however, has not identified and thematized this form.

5 For the critique of pure reason as a propaedeutic, see A11/B25.
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in a system the whole is prior to the parts, while in an aggregation
the parts have priority”: then, “[wlhat we are doing here is making
an architectonic concept for ourselves, which is a concept whereby
the manifold parts are derived from the whole” (AA 9:158). In this
way, a possible traveller will not prepare themselves to gather par-
tial cognitions on the basis of what they will encounter by chance, but
will know in advance where to direct their gaze and what to expect
to encounter, since they have a “plan”: “Anyone who wants to derive
benefit from a journey must make a plan [Plan] in advance, and not
regard the world merely as an object of the outer sense” (AA 9:157).

Tanca (2012, 15-48) has underlined that Kant’s approach to geog-
raphy is holistic and not chorographic, as Hettner and Hartshorne
claimed.® The same can be said of critical philosophy. The bounda-
ries of reason cannot be found through an improvised “perception”
(A759/B787) of the occasional applications of the cognitive faculties,
as in Hume's skeptical empiricism: this would place us on “an inde-
terminable extended plane” (A762/B790) where the “facta of reason”
(A761/788) would be following one another like the parts of an ag-
gregate. On the contrary, we must start from an idea, a representa-
tion of the whole, that gives reason a spheroidal shape with a deter-
mined “volume” (Inhalt) and a determined “boundary” (Begrenzung)
(A762/B790), as for the planet earth.

Having established the commonality of this holistic approach, one
wonders whether reason systematizes itself just as it systematizes
the natural phenomena of the terrestrial globe. As Tanca has point-
ed out (2012, 33), properly speaking, physical geography is not a sci-
ence, but a “description” (Beschreibung) (AA 9:160). Now, the kind of
description theorized by Kant is undoubtedly different from a mere-
ly empirical one, which does not have a “plan” behind it and which
simply records what the observer sees from time to time. Indeed, it
is a systematic, an architectonic description. Nonetheless, it is not it-
self a system, an architectonic, since the spatial arrangement of cog-
nitions must conform to the current spatial arrangement of natural
phenomena: “As far as the plan of arrangement is concerned, all our
knowledge must be allocated to its proper place”, but - and this con-
stitutes the differential element -, in physical geography knowledge
has to be allotted “according to the time and place where it is actu-
ally found” (AA 9:159). In this discipline, that is, “things are consid-
ered in terms of the places they occupy on earth” (AA 9:160). Thus,
the rational form of spatiality in which physical geography arranges
cognitions of the world must perfectly overlap with the aesthetic form
of spatiality of the world itself, understood as a whole of phenomena.
It is not the same for critical philosophy, in which it is the aesthetic

6 See also Church 2011.

66

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,61-76



Marco Costantini
How Much Geography in Kant’s Critical Project?

spatiality acquired by cognitive faculties (in their topographical rep-
resentation) that must conform and ideally overlap with the rational
spatiality determined a priori in the idea.

Given this fundamental difference, to what extent is it still appro-
priate to speak of Kant as a geographer of human reason? Even if
we thought of the geographer as someone who does not limit them-
selves to observing and cataloging according to similarities, but as
someone who identifies the proper place of each thing and who con-
siders the locus natalis the principle of the kinship between things,
such a geographer would still be different from the critical philoso-
pher, whose aim is to draw the map of an engineered space. When in-
stead of localizing things in their proper place, I willfully arrange the
places in which I then locate them, I am no longer depicting a terri-
tory, but rather reshaping it, and the corresponding map will not be
so much a physical map as a political map.

In the next section, we will argue that critical philosophy involves
a cartographic practice that is not carried out by the idea towards the
world, but by the schema towards the idea. If in the idea of the earth
as a sphere lies the a priori of physical geography (see Tanca 2012, 44-
8), in the sphere as such lies the a priori of the idea itself. As a whole,
the idea constitutes a world that needs to be mapped to be realized,
since it is not fully clear to the same faculty of reason that devises it.

3 Mapping the Idea Through the Schema

In the first Critique, we read that “the uncritical dogmatist [...] has
not measured the sphere of his understanding and thus has not de-
termined the boundaries of his possible cognition in accordance with
principles” (A768/B796). The verb used by Kant, “to measure”, mes-
sen, risks misrepresenting the activity of critical philosophy. Reason
does not address the understanding as a natural object that already
has defined contours, which only need to be measured. Indeed, a few
years before the critical turn, in Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, Kant wrote
that “the frontiers [Grenzen] between folly and understanding are so
poorly marked that one can scarcely proceed for long in the one re-
gion [Gebiet] without occasionally making a little sally into the oth-
er” (AA 2:356). From then on, the aim of reason became that of se-
curing these frontiers. The understanding is a terrain that has to be
squared through a sort of geotechnical engineering. Its measurement
should be thought of as an activity that establishes distances and po-
sitions between its parts, as the mensores did in ancient Rome, when
they had to prepared a military camp.

Thus, reason devises an “idea” (A64-65/B89) of the faculty of the
understanding, “by means of which the place [Stelle] of each pure
concept of the understanding and the completeness of all of them
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together can be determined a priori, which would otherwise depend
upon whim or chance” (A67/B92). But having devised an arrangement
of these concepts does not make their effective mutual positioning im-
mediately achievable. Indeed, the idea is somewhat obscure to us and
some means to orient ourselves towards it is necessary. This means
is provided by the schema, which, having an intrinsic figurativeness,
can suggest the direction to take to occupy all the places of the sys-
tem and thus “fill up [ausfiillen] the entire field [Feld] of pure under-
standing” (A64/B89; transl. mod.).

In the Architectonic, Kant claims: “For its execution the idea needs
a schema” (A833/B861). The term “execution” gives the impression
that we are dealing here with a technical procedure, while in reali-
ty a schema of an idea differs from a schema of an intellectual con-
cept precisely due to its non-technical nature. The schema of an in-
tellectual concept is the representation of a “method”, of a “general
procedure” (A140/B179) through which the imagination synthesizes
the manifold of an intuition. As is known, an intellectual schema does
not have any figurative character that would lead it to resemble an
image, given that it is what “through which and in accordance with
which the images first become possible” (A142/B181). On the contra-
ry, a rational schema represents both the “outline” (Umrif3)” of the
whole, and “the division of the whole into members” (A833/B861), i.e.
the distribution and position of the manifold according to its arrange-
ment. In a literal sense, an “outline” is the result of a drawing and the
term in itselfis an indication of the cartographic practice with which
the schema allows us to envision the idea. What Kant means by “out-
line” is not a summary concept of the whole, but the drawing of its
contours, as when drawing the borders of a country. It is possible to
recognize the schema in what Kant calls, in Refl. 4991, Generalcarte,
where he claims that more than the truth or falsity of cognitions, it
is crucial that “they are thought according to the proper method and
that they have their proper place in the whole of knowledge, as in the
general map [Generalcarte]” (AA 18:53; Author’s transl.).

At first sight, it seems paradoxical that an idea, which cannot be
exhibited, has a schema that resembles a drawing, while a concept,
which can and indeed must be exhibited, does not have a schema of
this sort. This depends on the role played by the object in the two cas-
es. Since a concept has an object other than itself, the understand-
ing needs a schema that instructs it on how to determine this object
through the determination of sensibility. On the contrary, an idea
does not have an object other than itself: “It makes a big difference
whether something is given to my reason as an object absolutely or
is given only as an object in the idea” (A670/B698). The difference

7 See also BXXIII.
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lies in the fact that the object given in the idea is not really an object,
but a focus imaginarius to which cognitions must be referred in order
to be included in the system. The schema provides a map that leads
towards this focus lightened up on the horizon by reason. We would
say that the schema is an orientation means rather than an “opera-
tive means” (Ferrarin 2015, 41), since it cannot really provide “clear
directions, orders, commands” (40): at most it can provide hints, sug-
gestions, allusions. Indeed, “in its elaboration the schema [...] seldom
corresponds to the idea” (A834/B862).

It seems that the schema can easily draw the outline of the sys-
tem, i.e. it can circumscribe the “extent” (Umfang), the entity, the
abstract unity of the system, or, to put in another way, the “essen-
tial manifoldness” (A833/B861) of the manifold that is presumed to
belong to it.* The schema can, on the basis of the synthetic a prio-
ri judgments, draw the boundaries of reason just as, on the basis of
the diameter, one can know the “magnitude” of the “circumference”
(Umfang) (A759/B787; transl. mod.) of the terrestrial globe. In this
respect, schematism plays the role of geodesy, or, as Kant calls it,
mathematical geography (AA 9:164). In contrast, a schema cannot so
easily show the “order of the parts”, the topography of the idea, since
the “parts” of the idea “still lie very involuted and are hardly recog-
nizable even under microscopic observation” (A834/B862). The idea
is like folded in on itself and so is its schema. Thus, how can the lat-
ter serve as a map and guide us in realizing the system if not even a
magnifying glass allows us to see how its places are arranged?

We could say that the map unfolds as the territory is traversed.
We figure out how to realize the system in the same process as we
try to realize it. Since the idea is “lying hidden within us”, the ar-
ticulation of the system appears “only after we have long collected
relevant cognitions haphazardly like building materials and worked
through them technically” (A834-835/B862-863), i.e. with a high de-
gree of improvisation and constantly challenging contingency, mak-
ing adjustments as necessary. But the kinship of the parts comes to
our aid. Each of them carries, so to speak, the aura of the whole to
which it belongs, so that we can guess the direction to take by looking
at the path that has already been traversed. Kant claims: “The uni-
ty of the end, to which all parts are related and in the idea of which
they are also related to each other, allows the absence of any part to
be noticed in our knowledge of the rest” (A832/B860). The occupied
places indicate those still to be filled. Another passage that clarifies
this strategy is found in § 10 of the Analytic of Concepts. Kant is dis-
cussing here the possibility of providing a definition for each cate-
gory, thus compiling a sort of “lexicon” (A83/B109). In his opinion,

8 For the connection between the Umrifs and the Umfang, see also AA 16:537.
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this work goes beyond the main purpose of the Critique. Nonethe-
less, he claims:

The headings [Fdcher] already exist; it is merely necessary to fill
them out, and a systematic topic, such as the present one, will
make it easy not to miss the place [Stelle] where every concept
properly belongs and at the same time will make it easy to notice
any that is still empty. (A83/B109)

Knowledge of the parts contains indications on the missing ones, just
as the filled places contain indications on those still vacant. It is as
if just by inserting one piece the place in which to insert the next ap-
pears: “There are still gaps [Liicken] and empty compartments [Fdch-
er], but there is no harm” (AA 24.1, 400; Author’s transl.).? Only while
we are assembling the system, we can, at a certain point, “glimpse”
the idea and “draft” (entwerfen) (A834/863; transl. mod.) its artic-
ulation. A draft, an Entwurf, is different from an outline, an Umrifs,
since it does not concern the contours of the territory, but its mor-
phology, its internal conformation.

In sum, the figurativeness of the schema appears from these three
elements: the outline, the draft, the topography. All three contribute
to “mak[ing] visible” the “whole” (AA 7:184), to translating a ration-
al form of spatiality into an aesthetic one.

As we have seen, physical geography prescribes not to travel with-
out a plan. However, in the journey that leads first to the draft of the
system and then to its full mapping, a degree of uncertainty cannot
be completely eliminated. Indeed, in order to localize the place for
each concept, Kant had to “travel” (durchreisen) and to “inspect”
(durchmessen) the “land of pure understanding” (A235/B294). The
juxtaposition of these two verbs suggests that the travel was not
planned in every part, but that it was to a certain extent an explorato-
ry travel, precisely to the extent that the idea of the faculty of the un-
derstanding was an obscure idea that had to be mapped step by step.

4 Seeing So As Not To schwéirmen

The map is not only a means to develop the idea in each of its parts:
it can be considered as one of the purposes of this same develop-
ment. Critical philosophy, using a geo-spatial terminology, aims to
make the idea visible, so that one can have a plastic representation

9 Zéller, commenting on this passage, significantly says that the empty places are
“sichtbar” (2001, 62), visible, and rightly observes that they indicate the missing parts
of the whole.
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of the cognitive faculties and their respective territorial boundaries:
“Now our critique must, to be sure, lay before us [vor Augen legen]
a complete enumeration of all the ancestral concepts that comprise
the pure cognition in question [the human cognition a priori]” (A13/
B27). Putting the system of the faculties before our eyes as it were
drawn on a map: this is what critical philosophy “must” do. But, one
wonders, for what purpose?

If we go back to the physical geography lectures, we can see that
this discipline encourages travel, or at least reading travel reports,
as it is a tool for expanding our knowledge of the world and making
ourselves Weltbiirger: “By travel we extend our knowledge of the ex-
ternal world, which is, however, of little use unless one has previ-
ously had a suitable preparatory exercise” (AA 9:158). The study of
physical geography, as well as the study of anthropology, constitutes
the preparation that Kant speaks of here. With an idea of the world
we can transform the natural perception of things into a process of
schematization that localizes them according to a rational order: “We
are then in a position to allocate to every experience its class and its
place within the whole” (AA 9:158). The simplest utility that physical
geography has is, for instance, that of being indispensable for iden-
tifying where the events reported in the newspapers occur:

For many people, newspaper reports are a matter of complete indif-
ference. The reason for this, however, is that they are not able to
situate the news in its proper context. They have no conception of
the land, the sea or the surface of the earth as a whole. (AA 9:163)*°

In critical philosophy, as we have seen, it is not a question of con-
verting the aesthetic form of spatiality into a rational one, but of con-
verting the rational form of spatiality into an aesthetic one. But this
has the opposite of travelling as its purpose. The map of the system
of cognitive faculties aims at dissuading thought from any kind of
adventurous journey, or, to put it in more philosophical terms, to di-
vert reason from the transcendental illusions that dazzle it. Kant de-
scribes the faculty of the understanding, the “land of truth” (A235/
B294), as an island

surrounded by a broad and stormy ocean, the true seat of illusion,
where many a fog bank and rapidly melting iceberg pretend to be
new lands and, ceaselessly deceiving with empty hopes the voyag-
er looking around for new discoveries, entwine him in adventures

10 Onthe socio-cultural, pragmatic value that Kant attributes to physical geography,
see Morawski 2018, 135-40.
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from which he can never escape and yet also never bring to an
end. (A236/B295)

Ferrini (2014, 168-83) highlighted how at the origin of this passage of
the first Critique there is a maritime culture of which Kant was well
aware. The primary source appears to be J. Georg Forster, who re-
ported in his travel diary (see Forster 1777) the difficulties in sight-
ing Cape Circumcision, a land mass spotted for the first time on 1¢
January 1739, by Bouvet de Lozier. An aspect of this passage that
scholars have not sufficiently highlighted is that the danger in set-
ting sail from the shores of the understanding lies in the fact that the
space external to it is a fluid space that would keep us in an endless
journey, since it gives rise, with the complicity of the imagination, to
the illusion of non-existent lands.** In his lectures, Kant defines wa-
ter as an “immeasurable space” and claims that it “has actually no
shape” (AA 9:190; transl. mod.).** In this kind of environment, looking
around in search of new discoveries, which Kant expresses with the
verb herumschwdrmen, is equivalent, in a philosophical perspective,
to schwdrmen, an almost untranslatable expression which brings to-
gether in its semantic spectrum religious fanaticism, madness, dog-
matism, and, for what concerns space, the disoriented movement of
a swarm. Thus, having the map of the system of the cognitive facul-
ties before our eyes, especially the map of the understanding, has no
other function than to keep our feet firmly on the safe ground of the
possible experience, to remind us of the well-being that this piece of
land assures us and how we should be content with it. Kant claims,
dissuasively, that, before venturing into the ocean of illusions,

it will be useful first to cast yet another glance at the map of the
land that we would now leave, and to ask, first, whether we could
not be satisfied with what it contains, or even must be satisfied
with it out of necessity. (A236/ B295)

Of course, the latteris the conclusion that he would not hesitate to draw.

11 In the Vollmer edition of Kant’s lectures on physical geography, we can read a pas-
sage that recalls the description of the “seat of illusion” made in the first Critique: “At least
he [i.e. the onlooker] sees mountains suddenly arise, valleys curve, gulfs widen, grottos
take shape, towers rise high, and what the eye is only used to seeing on solid land, these
strange plays of nature represent to it with an unheard-of boldness. [...] In short, what
only the most fiery and daring, but not ruleless, imagination could expect from a fairy
land is realized here, where only the vagueness, which seems to have set up his king-
dom here, leads a few mortals for a short moment” (Vollmer 1801, 16-17; Author’s transl.).
12 Interestingly, Kant concludes by saying: “rather it [i.e. water] gives shape to the land”

(AA 9:190). This sentence could inspire some speculations on the relationship between
truth and illusion, which, however, we do not have the opportunity to carry out here.
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If the nomad, i.e. the skeptical empiricist, is the figure from which
the critical philosopher must differentiate himself, as far as the meth-
od is concerned, the adventurer, i.e. the dogmatist, is the antagonist
to whom the critical philosopher owes his very existence. The ad-
venturer is driven by the desire for geographical discoveries, just as
the dogmatist is driven by the desire for metaphysical discoveries,
which Kant significantly calls a “schwarmende WilSbegierde” (A10).
The inclination for adventuring is for Kant a congenital and incura-
ble human disease that must be remedied. The essence of the critical
project can be captured in this Reflexion dated 1777: “The critique
of pure reason is a precaution against a malady of reason that has
its germ in our nature. It is the opposite of the inclination that binds
us to our fatherland (homesickness). A longing [Sehnsucht] to lose
ourselves outside our circle and to aim at other worlds” (AA 18:79-
80; Author’s transl.). This fragment helps us to clarify what it really
means to set sail from the island of the understanding. The journey
that would be undertaken is very different from that envisaged by
physical geography: it is a journey towards another world, towards
a place which, however, despite what the image of the stormy and
icy ocean might lead one to believe, is not exactly unmappable, since
Kant, indeed, also puts the transcendental, illusory ideas of the un-
critical reason into a systematic form, like many maps of as many
Never Lands.*® In Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, these lands are called
“imaginary worlds” (Gedankenwelten), and the philosophers who de-
signed them “those who build castles in the sky” (Luftbaumeister) (AA
2:342). This agrees with the assertion that reason is “by nature ar-
chitectonic” (A474/B502), although before critique it projected noth-
ing but mirages.

That the critique has a disciplinary, negative nature is certainly
nothing new. However, one wonders how Kant thought he could con-
cretize this non-negligible aspect of his doctrine of method. Is there
something in the Critique of Pure Reason that exceeds the media sup-
port of writing and that allows the device to materialize beyond the
text? In the last paragraphs of this section we will presents some con-
siderations in order to develop the hypothesis that the critique ma-
terializes its precautional device in the “transcendental topic” and
that it exploits the inherent perceptibility of maps to cut short any
form of desire for an Elsewhere, turning this latter into a Nowhere.

At the hearth of the first Critique, the “transcendental topic” is pre-
sented as the “doctrine that would thoroughly protect against false
pretences of the pure understanding [driven by an uncritical reason]
and illusion arising therefrom...” (A269/B324). If knowledge is ob-
tained through judgement, which compares different representations,

13 On the systematicity of transcendental ideas see Konig 2001, 46-7.
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it is essential for the subject to know how to identify where this com-
parison is taking place, whether in sensibility or in understanding:
“The first question prior to all further treatment of our representa-
tions is this: In which cognitive faculty do they belong together?”
(A260/B316). Kant calls sensibility and understanding “transcen-
dental places” (A269/B324) and the action of locating representa-
tions in one place or another “transcendental reflection” (A261/B317).
The transcendental reflection is “a determination of the place where
the representations of the things that are compared belong, thus of
whether they are thought by the pure understanding or given in ap-
pearance by sensibility” (A269/B325). The lack of reflection - or, we
could say, the blindness of the subject - and a consequent misplace-
ment of the representations produce the so called “amphiboly”. It can
happen, thus, as in cosmological ideas, that an object that is “mere-
ly in your brain”, such as the absolute, the unconditioned, is trans-
posed externally and subjected to the conditions of space and time,
giving rise to an “amphiboly that would make your idea into a puta-
tive representation of something given empirically...” (A484/B512).

Thus, the transcendental topic gives appearance, phenomenality
to a device that wards off the illusions of reason through the local-
ization of representations in one of the two topoi of the sensibility
and the understanding. How does this device work? How can visu-
alizing the mind on a map have any effect on the processes in which
the mind itself is engaged? Transcendental illusion seems to be some-
what an optical problem, as it involves a sort of deterritorialization of
the eyes. In the Critique of the Power of Judgment, Kant defines the
Schwdrmerei as “a delusion of being able to see something beyond
all bounds of sensibility”, or, to put it in another way, “to dream in ac-
cordance with principles (to rave with reason)” (AA 5:275). Further-
more, in Dreams of a Spirit-Seer, Kant calls “optical deception” (op-
tische Betrug) the failed location of concepts in the “true positions
[...] they occupy relatively to the cognitive faculty of human nature”
(AA 2:349). These passages lead us to think of the systematic organ-
ization of cognitive faculties as the assembly of a device which has
the aim of correcting sight, of discerning the visible from the non-
visible, of establishing what is right and what is not right to see, pre-
venting the harmful alliance of understanding, reason, and imagi-
nation (the Schwdrmerei) from reaching sensibility and dragging it
beyond itself towards the supersensible. Now, to get to our questions,
it seems that this vision corrector, this orthoptic device, only works
if it is itself subjected to vision. Territorializing the eyes on the eyes,
making them the overseers of themselves: this could be the role of
the transcendental topic, which is a map that serves not so much to
see where things are, but to monitor where they are happening, af-
ter giving them a place to happen.
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1 Conceptual Cartography

Gilbert Ryle promoted a style of philosophical enquiry he called “Con-
ceptual Cartography” in contrast with the traditional styles of de-
compositional and logical analysis. In comparing conceptual clarifi-
cation with geographical cartography, he compares what a competent
speaker of language is to a philosopher with what an ordinary villag-
er is to a mapmaker.

Alocal villager knows his way by wont and without reflection to the
village church, to the town hall, to the shops and back home again.
He knows every house, stream, road, and alleyway from the person-
al point of view of one who lives there. Asking him to draw or to con-
sult a map of his village, however, may give him pause. For this way
of thinking of his village may be new and strange since it employs
compass bearings and units of measurement. What was first under-
stood in the personal terms of local snapshots now has to be consid-
ered in the completely general terms of the cartographer. Whereas
the villager knows from the point of view of someone who lives in
it the whereabouts of the places in the village, in the sense that he
could lead a stranger from one place to another, this is a different
skill from one requiring the villager to tell the stranger, in perfectly
general terms, how to get to any of the places, or indeed, how to un-
derstand these places in relation to those of other villages.

St Augustine, in the morning, could operate with ideas of tempo-
ral duration when he wondered how long the battle lasted; “he could
follow remarks containing tensed verbs and specifications of dates,
hours and epochs, and yet, so to speak, in the afternoon he could not
answer questions about the concept of Time” (Ryle 2009c, 451-2).
Why? The answer Ryle suggests is that the morning and afternoon
tasks belong to different levels of discourse; just as the know-how of
the villager is of a lower order from the knowledge of the mapmak-
er. “The afternoon task requires reconsidering, in a special way, fea-
tures of what had been done, perfectly efficiently perhaps, but still
naively, in the morning” (438).

2 The Problem With Traditional Conceptual Analysis

Ryle (2009c, VII) tells us that by the time he became a don in the
1920s, philosophers had begun to give up the view that their sub-
ject-matter was ideas in the mind and instead, hankering for a sub-
ject matter that was not in competition with the sciences, they suc-
cumbed to the “regrettable temptation to look for Objects that were
neither mental nor material”:
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Platonic Forms, Propositions, Intentional Objects, Logical Ob-
jects... [and even] Sense Data were recruited to appease our pro-
fessional hankerings to have a subject matter of our own. (Ryle
2009c, VII)

Propositions, or the content of judgments, are expressed in sentenc-
es. On the view Ryle rejects, these propositions are what the sentenc-
es name: the entities to which they refer. And the proposition-fac-
tors - including particulars, qualities, relations, and concepts - are
also considered to refer to or name objects that subsist in a Platon-
ic heaven or, as Frege (1956, 302) suggests, “a third realm must be
recognized”.

The traditional method of conceptual analysis, illustrated by Pla-
to in the Socratic Dialogues and later by G.E. Moore, and still alive
today, is to search for the conditions that are both necessary and
sufficient for the application of the concept-term. The problem with
this style of decompositional analysis is that it rarely, if ever, works,
since there always seem to be exceptions. This problem, as we shall
see, will also affect logical analyses.

3 Systematic Ambiguity

Why is it so difficult to provide such an analysis? It is because of Ryle
calls the ‘systematic ambiguity’, of, in particular, common general
terms that we categorize as ‘concepts’. Unlike obvious ‘pun’ words,
such as ‘bank’, which can be used in completely different senses (a
financial institution or the side of a river), systematically ambiguous
ones may take on more subtle ‘inflections of meanings’ or ‘elastici-
ties of significance’ as they occur in various discourses. Ryle pointed
out that most, if not all expressions of natural language have these
elasticities. Wittgenstein (1953, § 108) acknowledges in his later work
that “[w]e see that what we call ‘sentence’ and ‘language’ has not the
formal unity that I imagined but is the family of structures more or
less related to one another”. This network can be revealed when we
consider the different implication or logical threads of a sentence as
it is employed on various occasions. These logical threads, as Ryle
explains, include what would count as evidence, justification or war-
rant; as implied or permitted; as contrary, contradictory or otherwise
inconsistent or incompatible; as incurred commitments and liabili-
ties; as acceptable uptakes or reactions; and so on. Mentioning any
one of these is among the ways we spell out what we mean or what
we are trying to say. It is for this reason that an answer to the ques-
tions “What is your evidence?”, “What are your grounds?”, “What is
your point?”, or even “Give me an example!” may help us understand
what is said. In short, given the elasticities of significance in any
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given expression, to understand the force of the utterance and its
logical ties will often enable us to glean the way its constituent ex-
pressions are applied. To better appreciate this, let us consider the
following example.

If you show me a photograph of a woman you call your mother but
at the same time claim that she is not a member of your family I
may not know what to think until I learn what you mean by ‘moth-
er’ and ‘family”: how you are using or applying these expressions
in the circumstances.

As we come to understand English, we learn that (in what I shall call)
the metaphorical ‘folder’ labelled ‘mother’ we tend to include, for ex-
ample, females who have given birth. We may also include females
who have raised their offspring. Often the different considerations
that would elaborate, explain, or justify our use of the label ‘moth-
er’ coincide, but sometimes they do not. On occasion it is important
to mark the differences, so if the context does not make it clear, we
might use special labels to specify that the subfolder we have in mind
is ‘birth mother’ or ‘adoptive mother’. Several decades ago, a sep-
arate folder, ‘nurse mother’ was employed more frequently than it
is today. Of course, there are other items collected under the folder
‘mother’ besides females who have given birth; extending, as a form
of address, to very old women, to the head of a female religious com-
munity, to institutions or organizations which have ‘begotten’ oth-
er ones; to an extreme example or large specimen of something. The
French equivalent, la mére, is sometimes used as a synonym for the
‘starter’ (or ‘the mother yeast’) used in the production of vinegar and
bread. And so on and so forth.*

The folder family overlaps in certain places with that of mother -
but given the different inflections and thus subfolders of mother and
family we may need some time to reflect in order to spell out how. My
four cats and one dog are members of my family though many ani-
mal owners do not consider their (e.g., working) horses, dogs, sheep,
etc. as pets and thus in an intimate way. This is not just a sentimen-
tal claim: it is illuminative to those who might otherwise be bewil-
dered by my lifestyle choices. However, though I used to take my sour-
dough starter on holiday with me (because it needed regular feeding)

1 Grammatical variants - adverbs, adjectives, or verbs - such as ‘motherly’, ‘mother-
like’, or ‘to mother’ will have overlapping occupations with (that is some affinities with
and some differences from) those items collected under ‘mother’. Indeed, in many phil-
osophically interesting cases, it will be the applications of verbal, adjectival, or adverbi-
al forms of an expression that will determine how best to understand what is subsumed
by the abstract noun. This is exemplified by the present study of the notion of meaning.
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even if there were any sense in regarding it as part of my family this
would have nothing to do with its being la mere.?

On one central, established use of the expressions ‘mother’ and
‘family’, to be a mother is to be a member of a family. Your decision
to use ‘family’ so as to exclude your mother when you showed me
her photo, though perhaps not immediately clear, is upon reflection
understandable: within the metaphorical folder labelled ‘family’ are
included people who are related to one another and who, because of
this, are to be treated with a special loyalty or intimacy. You could
well argue that your relation to your mother does not warrant this in-
timacy but your relation to your adoptive parents or your pets does,
and it is this particular inflection which you are bringing out in your
choice not to use the term for your mother.

It was suggested that in the docket labelled ‘mother’ we may in-
clude females who raise their offspring as well as those who have
given birth. Because the expression ‘raise their offspring’ also has
elasticities of significance, especially as modern, reconstituted fam-
ilies become prevalent, we find the folder labelled ‘mother’ may al-
so contain ‘stepmother’, though this expression itself admits of in-
flections arising from its use, for example, in fairy tales. It would be
understandable if a child were to stick with ‘mother’ to describe a
stepmother to whom she feels close, especially if the birth mother is
not around. By contrast, because of the suggestion of age difference
and the idea of an extended family unit, I would not dream of calling
myself a stepmother to my husband’s three adult, middle-aged, male
children (and nor would they). ‘Given birth’ can also be stretched:
those who are aptly described as having done so may include, for ex-
ample, a genetic or non-genetic surrogate - also called the gesta-
tional mother. Although presently the egg donor is deemed to be the
biological mother, it would not be difficult to envisage how this cat-
egory may undergo further subdivisions as different kinds of proce-
dures for facilitating births or avoiding congenital disorders are in-
vented (for example, when there are two egg donors). In 2023 it was
announced that human trials of artificial wombs are about to start
for babies born critically premature.®* Might this one day be extended
for the full period of gestation, giving sense to the notion of an arti-
ficial mother? Will this category itself divide as robots begin to play

2 Extended uses, we may agree, can be set aside while we concentrate on those that
form the central core. In the discussion that follows, we shall quickly set aside several,
more peripheral applications of ‘mother’ in order to concentrate on core, more literal
uses as opposed to metaphorical or figurative ones. But the contrast between what is
literal and what is figurative itself tends to blur as the context changes; and, as we shall
see, the number of applications even within an arguably literal use will be innumerable.

3 Cf. https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-02901-1.

81

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,77-92


https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-023-02901-1

Julia Tanney
Ryle’s Conceptual Cartography

a nurturing role? This will depend, of course, on the need we have to
make use of such notions.

Often what we mean, if we are to be understood, is settled by fac-
tors that override any scope or latitude we might have for drawing
boundaries on our part. If you, who do not consider your mother to be
family, were asked by your doctor if anyone in your family has a his-
tory of heart disease, you would be expected to consider the question
in relation to the same woman you showed me in the photo, whether
or not you choose to use the term ‘family’ in such a way as to exclude
her. If the doctor asks of a child born to a surrogate parent whether
she has such a history, presumably the answer here - how ‘mother’
is to be understood - would be the egg donor or the biological moth-
er. If the doctor were interested instead in, say, diseases that can be
transmitted from the womb to the baby this would arguably require
that ‘mother’ be applied to the surrogate. These occasions, in other
words, would call for different uses or applications. When the con-
text is not clear and the relevant applications point in different di-
rections the question, ‘Is this woman your mother?’, might invite the
response, “Well, she is and she isn’t” until it is clear what is to count
as your mother in the circumstances.

This example illustrates the considerations that govern, have gov-
erned, and may in the future govern what might be considered core
or literal, as opposed to peripheral or figurative, applications of the
expression ‘mother’ and various subdivisions of this general catego-
ry. There is no reason, however, to think that I have picked a special
case. For the illustration of ‘mother’ illustrates a feature of most, if
not all, expressions of any given natural language.

For example, consider what mathematicians count as random num-
ber sequences. One criterion - let us call it an ‘epistemic’ one - focus-
es on the unpredictability of successive numbers in relation to the
preceding ones. Or, exploring how to achieve unpredictability, they
might turn to a functional criterion through methods such as roll-
ing a fair die. Or, when deciding whether to judge a sequence as ran-
dom they might divert to intrinsic criteria, focussing on the types of
patterns or types of numbers within any particular sequence. When
these criteria clash and priority is given to the epistemic criterion
- compromising the functional and intrinsic methods - the result is
known as a ‘pseudorandom’ sequence. When conflicts persist, it is
not uncommon to hear mathematicians bemoan that the concept of
randomness is too elusive to grasp fully. This suggests that there is
a definition of ‘random number’ to be found: it just has not yet been
discovered. A more reasonable approach, following Ryle, would re-
quire recognizing the intricate and evolving considerations involved
in deeming a number or sequence random, and perhaps even making
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choices as what is to count in the circumstances as a random se-
quence based on specific needs.*

Or, as another example, consider the definition of ‘planet’ agreed
upon by the International Astronomical Union (IAU) in 2006,°

A planet is a celestial body that (a) is in orbit around the Sun,
(b) has sufficient mass for its self-gravity to overcome rigid body
forces so that it assumes a hydrostatic equilibrium (nearly round)
shape, and (c) has cleared the neighbourhood around its orbit.

This definition, to the chagrin of many, downgraded Pluto and upgrad-
ed Ceres. Just as it is common to identify tomatoes as vegetables (in-
stead of fruits) in everyday contexts, so do many insist on identifying the
original nine bodies circling the Earth as what will count as a planet.
This is also the case for the proprietary concepts of analytic philos-
ophy: Consider ‘knowledge’, ‘justice’ or ‘beauty’, like those of ‘time’,
‘space’, ‘probable’, ‘about’, ‘the same as’, ‘understanding’, ‘meaning’,
‘thought’, ‘belief’, Tight’, and ‘good’, for example, each of which have
applications in which their inference-ties will differ. This is especial-
ly true for expressions that feature in multiple and overlapping are-
as of discourse. Reading through discussions in philosophy, we are
likely to discover that this is also true of the semi-technical expres-
sions adapted for philosophical purposes, such as ‘real’, ‘idea’, ‘rep-
resentation’, ‘analytic’, ‘necessary’, ‘possible’, ‘entail’, ‘valid’, ‘argu-
ment’, ‘property’, ‘proposition’, ‘concept’, and so on, as these have
been and continue to be used and debated in philosophical discus-
sion. Unless the context makes it clear, what a philosopher is count-
ing as satisfying any one of these expressions on the occasion of its
employment is often necessary for understanding what she means.®

4 Category Mistakes

It is this feature of language - the systematic ambiguity of most, if
not all of our expressions - that Ryle focuses upon when consider-
ing philosophical puzzles in The Concept of Mind and in Dilemmas.
His method for dissolving this typical philosophical puzzle is to
identify ‘category-mistakes’ or ‘type-errors’ that have been commit-
ted. He shows that there has been this particular type of philosophical

4 Cf.the radio broadcast by Melvyn Bragg “In our Time: Random and Pseudorandom”.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b00x9xjb.

5 Cf. https://science.nasa.gov/solar-system/planets/what-is-a-planet/.

6 For an extended discussion of the concept of knowledge, see Tanney 2018, in par-
ticular Chapter 3 (51-68).
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equivocation by untying the logical threads of the key expressions
- or, generalised to include what may be expressed in different lan-
guages, the key concepts - to show how the error should or could
have been avoided. Such category or type-errors tend to occur when,
in the same argument, a concept-expression having certain implica-
tions, presuppositions, and other logical ties is employed at one mo-
ment, and then the same concept-expression is employed with differ-
ent logical ties at another. On this understanding, the diagnosis of
a category mistake is tantamount to a warning of a potentially logi-
cally fallacious equivocation.

I have argued (Tanney forthcoming) against others (Strawson
1970; Palmer 2009; Dancy 2014; Kremer forthcoming) that Ryle, in
his early work, did not have a ‘doctrine of categories’ or think that
some theoretical account could be given of the notions of category,
of category-difference, or category mistake. Indeed, I suggest that
he clarifies, rather than changes, his position in Dilemmas when he
complains that Aristotle’s followers ‘ossified’ their master’s teaching
by treating his list of categories

as providing the pigeon-holes in one or other of which there could
and should be lodged every term used or usable in technical or un-
technical discourse. Every concept must be either of Category I or
of Category II or... of Category X. Even in our own day there exist
thinkers who, so far from finding this supply of pigeonholes intol-
erably exiguous, find it gratuitously lavish; and are prepared to
say of any concept presented to them' Is it a Quality? If not, then
it must be a Relation. (1953, 10)

In opposition to philosophers who claim that there are a finite num-
ber of categories (in Aristotle’s case there are ten, including sub-
stance, quantity, quality, and relations), Ryle launches the challenge:
“In which of your two or ten pigeon-holes will you lodge the follow-
ing six terms, drawn pretty randomly from the glossary of Contract
Bridge alone, namely ‘singleton’, ‘trump’, ‘vulnerable”, ‘slam’, ‘finesse’
and ‘revoke’?” (10).

He reminds us (rather ironically) that the languages of law, phys-
ics, theology, and musical criticism are not any poorer than that of
Bridge. Contra Aristotle, there is not a finite number, let alone a mere
six or ten distinct logical domains or métiers available for the terms
or concepts we use in either everyday or specialized discussions.
There are countless ones, as well as indefinitely many dimensions of
these distinctions. The characterization of categories or types will
depend - to use a metaphor of Wittgenstein’s and a more literal ex-
ample of Ryle’s - the game being played.

Not only, for example, will the six Bridge terms, ‘singleton’,
‘trump’, ‘vulnerable’, ‘slam’, ‘finesse’ and ‘revoke’, fail to go into any

84

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024, 77-92



Julia Tanney
Ryle’s Conceptual Cartography

of Aristotle’s ten pigeon-holes since, “though all alike belong to the
specialist lingo of a single card-game, not one of them is, in an en-
larged sense of ‘category’, of the same category with any of the oth-
er five...” (10). Furthermore,

[w]e can ask whether a card is a diamond or a spade or a club or a
heart; but not whether a card is a singleton or a trump; not whether
a game ended in a slam or in a revoke; not whether a pair of play-
ers is vulnerable or a finesse. None of the terms is a co-member of
an either-or set with any of the others. The same thing is true of
most though naturally not of all of the terms that one might pick
at random out of the glossaries of financiers, ecologists, surgeons,
garage-mechanics and legislators. (10-11)

It follows from this, Ryle continues, that both the propositions that
encapsulate such concepts and the inquiries they aim to address
cannot automatically be categorized into a predefined set of logical
types or classifications.

Alogician, however acute, who does not know the game of Bridge,
cannot by simple inspection find out what is and what is not im-
plied by the statement ‘North has revoked’. (11)

The point of searching for category-mistakes in philosophical argu-
ments that champion one position or ‘ism’ over another is, I suggest,
to give a first indication that there is not a genuine puzzle:

Sometimes thinkers are at loggerheads with one another, not be-
cause their propositions do conflict, but because their authors
fancy that they conflict. They suppose themselves to be giving, at
least by indirect implication, rival answers to the same questions,
when this is not really the case. They are then talking at cross-
purposes with one another. It can be convenient to characterize
these cross-purposes by saying that the two sides are, at certain
points, hinging their arguments upon concepts of different cate-
gories, though they suppose themselves to be hinging them upon
different concepts of the same category, or vice versa. But it is not
more than convenient. It still remains to be shown that the dis-
crepancies are discrepancies of this general kind, and this can be
done only by showing in detail how the métiers in ratiocination of
the concepts under pressure are more dissimilar from one anoth-
er or less dissimilar from one another than the contestants had
unwittingly supposed. (11)

It is the job of conceptual cartography to set the matter straight.
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5 Conceptual Analysis vs Conceptual Cartography

The existence of the pervasive logical flexibility of our expressions
shatters a number of presuppositions that are key to the methods of
analytic philosophy. Not only, as we have seen, does it frustrate con-
ceptual analysis in the Socratic-Moorean style because there can be
no necessary and sufficient conditions for the application of a con-
ceptifitis subject to indefinitely many circumstance-dependent var-
iations. It also puts into question what Wittgenstein called the ‘pre-
conceived idea of crystalline purity’ of language: a requirement of
formal logic. Instead, Wittgenstein (1953, §108) suggests that

what we call ‘sentence’ and ‘language’ has not the formal unity
that I imagined, but is the family of structures more or less re-
lated to one another. - But what becomes of logic now? Its rigor
seems to be giving way here. - But in that case doesn't logic alto-
gether disappear? - For how can it lose its rigor? Of course not by
our bargaining any of'its rigor out of it. - The preconceived idea of
crystalline purity can only be removed by turning our whole exam-
ination around. (One might say: the axis of reference of our exami-
nation must be rotated, but about the fixed point of our real need).

The philosophy of logic speaks of sentences and words in exactly the
sense in which we speak of them in ordinary life when we say e.g.
“Here is a Chinese sentence”, or “No, that only looks like writing; it
is actually just an ornament” and so on.

We are talking about the spatial and temporal phenomenon of lan-
guage, not about some non-spatial, non-temporal phantasm. (Note in
margin: only it is possible to be interested in a phenomenon in a vari-
ety of ways). But we talk about it as we do about the pieces in chess
when we are stating the rules of the game, not describing their phys-
ical properties.

The question “What is a word really?” is analogous to “What is a
piece in chess?”

The systematic tendency of our expressions to take on different in-
flections of significance requires us to reject the Plato-inspired idea
that concepts or proposition-factors are logical objects that exist ‘in
isolated splendour’. It is one thing - and, indeed, a great improvement
- to deny that concepts are ideas in the mind. Their autonomy from
psychology, however, arises not from their self-sufficiency as third-
realm, independent, subsistent and never-changing Objects: on the
contrary; our linguistic practices, and the forms of life in which they
figure, are their genesis.

The analogy of philosophy with cartography is useful to remind
us that philosophers are not, in thinking about Pleasure for example,
‘staring hard’ at an entity or Essence designated by these abstract
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nouns: instead, they are considering “what we are asserting or deny-
ing in concreto when we say that someone did or did not enjoy the con-
cert; or that someone enjoys this piece of music more than that piece”
(20094, 192). Unlike the abstract noun ‘Pleasure’, the corresponding
live verb ‘enjoy’ is making specific contributions to the sense of the
sentence. Thus, to say anything enlightening about Pleasure we must
first examine expressions - in their various employments - operat-
ing with this concept by embodying the relevant verbs, adjectives,
and so on. Without the morning task there could be no afternoon
task. Pace the impression Moore and Russell tended to give, analys-
ing concepts “cannot consist just in acts of contemplating a rarefied
object, withdrawn, like a coin in a museum, from its native commer-
cial transactions” (192).

As Ryle explains, we, in the midst of our morning task, are like
the villager with respect to our employment of words and phrases.
Knowledge by wont of the use of expressions and of concrete ideas
is something everybody learns in the course of growing up speaking
and understanding a language: “Ideas like spaniel, dog, ache, thun-
der in their original use are instances of concrete concepts [...] their
‘logical geography’ is taught by one’s daily walks” (207). But just as
people often know their way about a village, say, without necessari-
ly being able to describe the distances or directions between places
within it or its relation to other villages, so too do people often know
how to operate with ordinary, non-technical, and even semi-techni-
cal and technical expressions as well as with ‘concrete’ ideas with-
out being able to codify the rules, permissions, or sanctions that gov-
ern their operations. “This workaday knowledge is knowledge but it
is knowledge without system and without checks. It is knowledge by
wont and not knowledge by rules” (201). The philosopher’s task, by
contrast, is analogous to that of the mapmaker. It is a higher-order
task, for it charts - or operates upon - the concepts, especially the
more abstract ones, which are operated with by expressions embod-
ying the live verbs, adjectives, adverbs, etc. doing their particular,
circumstance-dependent, morning-task work.

The analogy with cartography is useful insofar as it reminds us of
the importance of a synoptic view that surveys more than, say, just
one building. For philosophical problems do not arise from difficul-
ties with single concepts. They arise, instead “as the traffic-police-
man'’s problems arise, when crowds of conceptual vehicles, of differ-
ent sorts and moving indifferent directions meet at some conceptual
cross-roads” (325) (Hence the role of the category-mistake cum traf-
fic-cop). Thus, the goal in philosophy, as in cartography, is not to
chart the appearance of single ideas, but rather “to determine the
cross-bearings of all of a galaxy of ideas belonging to the same or
contiguous fields” (201-2).
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6 Some Examples

In The Concept of Mind (2009b) Ryle examines both the ontological
and epistemological consequences of Descartes’s view that the mind
and body are distinct substances that interact. In contemporary phi-
losophy, Descartes’s mind-body dualism is often the starting point
for discussions in the philosophy of mind. This expands into debates
between competing philosophical theories, such as type- and token-
physicalism, mentalism, eliminativism, fictionalism and more com-
plex forms of dualism.

Consider, as a brief example of Ryle’s, the question: “How can one
seem to see a dragon or hear a tune if there is not a dragon to be seen
or a tune to be heard?”. Before beginning the search for a psycholog-
ical representative of that which is seen or heard, we should examine
carefully how the expression, say, “she fancied or she imagined she
saw a dragon” is employed. We have no trouble understanding it: we
know the kind of circumstances in which it is appropriate or not; in
which it would be accepted or challenged, and none of this requires
theoretical knowledge or as Ryle says, knowledge of the “wires and
pulleys” kind. Understanding the nature of imagination involves - as
Wittgenstein (1953, § 370) reminds us - understanding how the word
‘imagination’ is used. This in turn, as I see it, requires understand-
ing the grounds and backing we give and accept for making claims
such as “she fancied she saw a dragon”. In reminding ourselves how
we defend these claims, we should come to see that our initial ques-
tion is not one that a theory of mental mechanisms is required to
answer. (Nor, we should add, one that requires a theory of mental
mechanisms augmented by a theory about the mechanisms’ alleged
physical realisers). The way out of the puzzle is to construe descrip-
tions of people as imagining that they see or hear or do things “with-
out falling back on the idioms in which we talk of seeing horse-rac-
es, hearing concerts, or committing murders” (Ryle 2009b, 228). To
say someone has committed a stage-murder or a mock-murder “is to
say, not that a certain mild or faint murder has been committed, but
that no sort of murder has been committed” (228), and similarly, to
say that someone imagines seeing a dragon is not to say that she sees
a dragon-image or, we might add, that she has a mental representa-
tion of a dragon (which counts as non-veridical because it is not the
causal effect of a real dragon). It is rather to say that she “does not
see a dragon or anything dragon-like at all” (228). When we specu-
late that when one fancies she hears a tune she really hears a men-
tal tune we are failing to recognize that ‘seemings’ concepts are at
least partly designed to act as factual disclaimers and not to sug-
gest the existence of things. It is worth emphasizing again for today’s
readers that not only do such concepts not suggest the existence of
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shadowing things: nor do they suggest the existence of more palata-
ble ‘natural’ proxies for the ghostly ones.

Ryle’s work in The Concept of Mind also involves, to give another
example, what he considers a mistake that is committed by philos-
ophers of mind who attempt to distinguish certain moves or perfor-
mances that deserve credit (e.g., ‘achievements’) from other per-
formances that, though perceptually similar, do not. The mistake
involves appending on to the credit-deserving performance an ex-
tra, non-perceptual feature. Ryle diagnoses that error as a result of
mis-assimilating expressions that employ mental concepts as active
verbs, such as ‘to think’, ‘to reason’, or ‘to deliberate’ - which signal
occurrences - with other expressions that employ the adjectival or
adverbial forms to qualify actions, such as ‘thoughtful’, ‘deliberate’,
and ‘reasonable’ - which do not. In the latter cases, where there are
no recognizable happenings for the words to symbolize, it is sup-
posed, mistakenly, that there are hidden ones, such as for example a
mental mechanism that is thought to constitute the act of thinking,
deliberation, or reasonableness.

Later, in Dilemmas (1953, 1), Ryle considers quarrels between

lines of thought, which are not rival solutions of the same prob-
lem, but rather solutions or would-be solutions of different prob-
lems, and which, none the less, seem to be irreconcilable with one
another. A thinker who adopts one of them seems to be logically
committed to rejecting the other, despite the fact that the inquir-
ies from which the theories issued had, from the beginning, wide-
ly divergent goals. In disputes of this kind, we often find one and
the same thinker-very likely oneself-strongly inclined to champion
both sides and yet, at the very same time, strongly inclined entire-
ly to repudiate one of them just because he is strongly inclined to
support the other. He is both well satisfied with the logical creden-
tials of each of the two points of view, and sure that one of them
must be totally wrong if the other is even largely right. The inter-
nal administration of each seems to be impeccable but their diplo-
matic relations with one another seem to be internecine.

The concrete arguments he examines here include disputes between
scientific theories and everyday platitudes that seem to defy the sci-
entific findings. One example is the difference between a conclusion
that seems to follow from any physiological account of perception ver-
sus what everyone learns to say, about what we see, smell, taste, or
feel. Another involves Zeno’s puzzle about Achilles and the Tortoise
that seems to prove that their race cannot ever end, on the mathemat-
ical grounds that there are infinitely many intermediate (eventually
fractional) steps to the finish-line. He also considers the suggestion
- found in rationality-based theories of action - that all purposive or
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intentional actions are motivated by desires which, at bottom, con-
sist in the promotion of pleasure and the decrease in pain.
The problem of free will vs. determinism is another case:

On Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays [the same person] is sure
that the will is free; on Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays he is
sure that causal explanations of actions can be found or are actu-
ally already known.... In his heart he would prefer saying that he
knows that both views are true to saying that he knows that ac-
tions have no causal explanations or that he knows that people are
never to blame for what they do. (4)

7 Conclusion

I have described Ryle’s cartographical-philosophical approach, which
has commonalities with, but was developed independently of, the lat-
er Wittgenstein’s focus on language-games. Both philosophers look
at our linguistic practices - what we say and do, including how we
defend and correct ourselves - in the light of various situations and
circumstances. Finding within these practices a plurality of employ-
ments of any given expression - everyday, semi-technical, and even
technical - Ryle unties the philosophical knots he finds in various
philosophical conundrums that typically require prompting for one
or other position or ‘ism’. In so doing, he challenges many of the
traditional assumptions, still very much alive, in Western analytic
philosophy.

This, of course, is just a taste of Ryle’s work. I highly recommend
it to my readers.
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Now it’s as though everything on the map
represents something but representing
is not represented on the map
Ludwig Wittgenstein
in Bouwsma 1986, 343

1 Introduction

To introduce the topic of my paper to the reader I will start with a
twentieth-century anecdote taken from Igor Stravinsky’s Chronicle

of my life:

I shall never forget the adventure which later befell me in cross-
ing the frontier at Chiasso on my return to Switzerland. I was tak-
ing my portrait, which Picasso had just drawn at Rome and given
to me. When the military authorities examined my luggage they
found this drawing, and nothing in the world would induce them
to let it pass. They asked me what it represented, and when I told
them that it was my portrait, drawn by a distinguished artist, they
utterly refused to believe me. “It is not a portrait, but a plan”, they
said. “Yes, the plan of my face, but of nothing else”, I replied. But
all my efforts failed to convince them, and I had to send the por-
trait, in Lord Berners’ name, to the British Ambassador in Rome,
who later forwarded it to Paris in the diplomatic bag. The alter-
cation made me miss my connection, and I had to stay at Chiasso
till next day. (1936, 114-15)

This episode is very suggestive, and according to Franco Farinelli it
would be the ideal reverse of El hacedor, Borges’ tale in which a man
intends to draw the world. However, shortly before dying he realiz-
es that the patient labyrinth of lines he has drawn - images of prov-
inces, kingdoms, mountains, bays, ships, islands, fishes, rooms, in-
struments, stars, horses, and individuals - make up the image of his
face (Farinelli 1992, 253). Drawn by Picasso with a fine lead pencil
in 1917, at the frontier with Switzerland, the Stravinsky portrait is
not functionally recognized as an artwork. The customs officers mis-
took it for a work of cartography and treated it as such: the musician
was temporarily detained and suspected of carrying with him war
plans encrypted in a drawing (it is well known that a ‘plan’ means
both a sketch drawn on a plane that shows how something appears
from above - in a wider sense a detailed map - and also a scheme or
a set of things that you intend to do or achieve). Here the confusion
or overlapping between painting and mapping is clearly the result of
an error of judgment (World War I is underway). But it’s an uninten-
tionally clever mistake: as a matter of fact, it suggests a potential cir-
cularity between these two practices.

94

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,93-116



Marcello Tanca
Mappers, Mapmakers, and Cartographers and Where to Find Them in Contemporary Art

#

Ao ddip

Figurel

Pablo Picasso, Portrait of
Igor Stravinsky. 1917. Pencil
on paper,
27x21cm.“Itisnota
portrait, butaplan,

they said. ‘Yes, the plan
of my face, but of nothing
else,’ Ireplied” (from

Igor Stravinsky’s
Chronicle of My Life)

Perhaps it is worth taking seriously the misunderstanding that lies
at the heart of this story: behind the misunderstanding of customs
officers there may be something for us to learn. In fact, this anec-
dote reminds us that visual art and cartography are rooted in a com-
mon ground:

Mapping - like painting - precedes both written language and sys-
tems involving number, and though maps did not become every-
day objects in many areas of the world until the European Re-
naissance, there have been relatively few mapless societies in the
world at large. (Harley 1987, 1)

Examples of the intersections of artistic-cartographic practices have
been analysed in a multiplicity of critical plans, theoretical perspec-
tives, and historical interactions as part of a vast and multifaceted
interdisciplinary field. Examples may be the following: the networks
of acquaintance and/or the professional kinships between artists
and cartographers (with some, such as Leonardo da Vinci, who en-
gaged in mapmaking and others who have been both draughtsmen’s
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and mapmakers); topographical map and landscape painting as al-
ternative but highly compatible grammars or ways of representing
Earth’s places; the reinterpretation of the cartographic grid (which
went from being a device to frame and compose the spatial arrange-
ment and scalar representation of material places and landscapes to
a figurative and representational convention); the mapping of works
or artistic currents; the presence of maps in paintings (for example
Vermeer’s well known passion for maps; see Alpers 1983; Stoichita
1997); the standards of graphical representation commonly accept-
ed and the aesthetics of the map - and so on.

Nevertheless, although their relationships are complex and endur-
ing, it may be easy to mistakenly think that visual art and cartogra-
phy had recently permanently parted ways:

Cartography has become increasingly rigorous and demanding,
to the point that the pictographic and topographic elements that
were such important features of earlier maps (e.g., in late medieval
portolan charts and in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Dutch
world maps) have been virtually eliminated. Even the purely deco-
rative components of maps, so widely employed in the most diverse
cultural settings, have ceded place to strictly utilitarian symbols
that have to do with the measurement of space rather than with
the landscape of place: sober signs for distance and scale have re-
placed images of colossi and cities, gods and mountains. We are
left with the ordinary road map, primarily of practical value, or
with the detailed and precise surveyor’s map. Nothing painterly in
either case; indeed, nothing even ornamental. [...] In light of this
divergent history, it would be plausible to think that mapping and
painting can no longer communicate with each other, much less
join forces in a single work. (Casey 2005, XIII-XIV)

The close relationship between cartographic and artistic language is
not relegated solely to the past: anticipated by Dada and Surrealist
experiments, maps’ use in art is a fundamental cultural practice - a
“commonplace” (Watson 2009, 293) - of the present world. The so-
called ‘art map age’, a phenomenon marked by the convergence of
visual arts and cartography, emerged between the 1960-70s and ear-
ly 2000s (Lanci 2022, 104). Casey himself at the end of his reason-
ing admits that in the past decades “a renewed interest in the mar-
riage of mapping and painting has arisen” (2005, XIV). For the sake
of completeness, we must therefore add a second quote:

insofar as artists deal with the world around them, during the
past century maps have become an increasingly prominent part
of it. Because our societies are more map-immersed than any that
have previously existed, contemporary map artists have grown up
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bathed in maps to an unprecedented degree. It’s true that they've
grown up bathed in many things, not all of which have become
compulsive subjects of art-making, but the unique properties of
the map make it an exceptionally apt subject for an art that, as it
has become less and less enamoured of traditional forms of rep-
resentation, has grown increasingly critical. Maps have numerous
attractions. In the first place, like paintings, maps are graphic ar-
tefacts. There’s substantial formal continuity, especially with the
painting of the second half of the 20th century and its grab bag of
commitments to abstraction, surface, flatness, pattern, and for-
mal systems of sign-making. (Wood 2010, 215)

Since the 1960s, contemporary art has loved to play with the artis-
tic potential of mapping (Lo Presti 2018): precisely because, given its
quantity and diversity, no single exhibition or catalogue can ever ad-
equately cover the full range of existing material, nor delve into all
the nuanced distinctions that exist between one artist (with its spe-
cial creative practices) and another (Storr 1994, 14). In this sense,
maps serve as an incentive or motive to create: “From Theatrum Or-
bis Terrarum of Ortelius (1570) to the ‘paint’-clogged maps of Jas-
per Johns, the map has exercised a fascination over the minds of art-
ists” once stated Robert Smithson, an essential figure in the history
of conceptual art. “If mapping is our most common operational met-
aphor today, there has been a related increase in the use of maps in
art” argued Ruth Watson (2009, 293).

Hence, we can say that “among counter-mapping strategies none
mounts the assault on the prerogatives of professional mapmakers
that map art does, art [...] made as, with, or about maps” (Wood 2010,
189). Their ‘creative collusion’ has fed many reflections focused on
the social implications of artworks and maps; or, to use Bourdieu’s
terms (1984), their ‘distinction’ as public, bodily, interpersonal fact.
Mapping can be seen as a wide-ranging metaphorical, semiotic and
cognitive activity, beyond its institutionalized and customary con-
ceptions. Thus, it is not exclusively attributable to cartographic
products stricto sensu; more generally, the gaze and the ‘visual’ as
the summa of modernity (and its contradictions), and so on (Rees
1980; Calabrese 1983; Woodward 1987; Allen 2000; Casey 2002; Pi-
ana, Watkins, Balzaretti 2021). It should be noted that the relation-
ship between ‘artistic painterly’ and ‘cartographic precision’ in turn
serves as a metaphor for the relationship between humanistic val-
ues and those prevailing in science and technology in Western cul-
ture. It should therefore be included in a broader debate within phi-
losophy, the social sciences and cultural geography in which, on the
one hand, there is a tendency to move beyond the classical binary op-
positions (mimesis-interpretation, art-nonart, objectivity-subjectiv-
ity, mental images-physical artefacts, etc.), and, on the other hand,
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representational devices are seen as relational entities manipulated
by users. In a post-structuralist and non- or more-than-representa-
tional perspective, what is privileged is the shift from the object (the
map) towards the practices (the mapping) and, thus, the way in which
case-by-case devices are concretely used, looked at, and signified by
people (Dodge, Kitchin, Perkins 2009; Kitchin 2010). As critical car-
tography has shown (Harley 1989; Harley, Laxton 2001; Jacob 2006;
Wood, Fels 1992; 2008; Crampton, Krygier 2006; Wood 2010; for an
object-oriented cartography: Rossetto 2019), mapping is a technol-
ogy of power because it implies, and at the same time constitutes its
users. Consequently, if reader and map are mutually constituted and
entwined; if the way in which people interact with maps is subject (in
time and in space) to continuous negotiations and transformations;
it follows that, for the most part, both the observer and the observed
do not exist ‘in pure form’, separately and prior to any specific rela-
tional context (visibility regimes are a dynamic set of socio-cultur-
ally determined practices, strategies, and techniques) (Crary 1990).

2 Mappers, Mapmakers, Cartographers in Art

It goes without saying that such artistic experiments with cartog-
raphy have been discussed in many ways:* all this is well known
and supported by a vast bibliography about “the cartographic eye
of art” (to quote Buci-Glucksmann 1996). Therefore, I will now fol-
low a strictly geographical approach, which draws inspiration from a
terminological distinction introduced by Arthur Robinson and Bar-
bara Petchenik: that is between “mapper”, “mapmaker” and “car-
tographer” (Robinson, Petchenik 2011, but originally 1976). Even if
these terms are mostly used as synonyms, these two scholars refer
to things that are only partly overlapping. To begin with, mapper
means someone or something that organises information obtained
from the physical environment (consisting of the living being’s sur-
roundings) into a spatial framework. This operation is extremely im-
portant, even vital to move and survive in the environment: from the
high-flying eagle to the darting dragonfly to the human beings, all
these have the innate ability to arrange what they see and to oper-
ate in a spatial way: what is called ‘cognitive mapping’ is precisely
the mapper’s distinctive feature:

1 Storr 1994; Folie, Bianchi 1997; Curnow 1999; Silberman, Tuan 1999; Bender, Berry
2001; Heartney 2003; Albert 2004; Cosgrove 2005; Wood 2006; Cartwright, Gartner,
Lehn 2009; D’Ignazio 2009; Harmon 2009; Roqueplo 2010; Tedeschi 2011; Monsaingeon
2013; Bruckner 2015; Cabeen 2017; Reddleman 2018; Ferdinand 2019; Gates 2023.
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Naturally the mapper’s image [...] will be a function of his past ex-
perience and his ability to involve himself in a spatial framework.
Therefore, it will vary from person to person; one can confidently
assert that the images of no two mappers are alike, and that the
same milieu can be mapped in different ways by the same map-
per. (Robinson, Petchenik 2011, 21)

But above all, this mental image - this mental map - is immaterial:
“in our definition of mapper we have specifically restricted the map
he develops to an image which is not tangible, that is, it does not ma-
terially exist to be touched and seen by another” (21).

If mapper is simply one who mentally conceives things in spatial
relation, the mapmaker and the cartographer are dealing with some-
thing more. For example, according to Robinson and Petchenik, a
mapmaker is definitely a mapper, but a mapper is not necessarily a
mapmaker. The latter is the one who communicates their cognitive
activity through a tangible map. This operation implies the use of a
very wide range of activities and compilation tools, from the simplest
(a pen and a piece of paper) to the most refined, “with myriad tech-
nical procedures and executions in between”. In short, the mapmak-
er is the one who is materially engaged in the production of a map-
object. Thus, while mapper is the all-encompassing term, mapmaker
is more specific: one who makes maps with their hands (literally or
metaphorically). The moment (and only the moment) I draw a mental
map of my neighbourhood for you, I turn from mapper to mapmaker.?

Compared to the mapmaker the figure of the cartographer adds
an additional element of classification:

The term ‘cartography’ is generally restricted to that portion of
the operation often termed ‘creative’, that is, concerned with the
design of the map, ‘design’ being used here in a broad sense to in-
volve all the major decision making having to do with specifica-
tion of scale, projection, symbology, typography, colour and so on.
(Robinson, Petchenik 2011, 22).

In this sense, the cartographer is no longer the one who just physical-
ly works on the map, but creatively reflects on ways that empower in
the best way possible each of us to map the reality (a reflection that in-
cludes reasonings about scale, projection, symbology, typography, col-
our, etc.). From this point of view, the cartographer may not be always
the material author of the map. Nevertheless, one thing is certain:

2 Foradifferent interpretation of the relationship between mapping (“a universal ex-
pression of individual existence”) and mapmaking (“an unusual function of specifiable
social circumstances arising only within certain social structures”), see Wood 1993.
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for Robinson and Petchenik, in their deepest essence mapmaker and
cartographer are both fully mappers, but they are not just mappers.

Specifically, in the following pages I will use these three catego-
ries, separate ways to describe some cartographic trends of contem-
porary art. My approach can also be called geographical for another
reason: I take the geographical map as the ‘zero degree’ of artistic
re-elaboration, or in other words the formal starting point of artistic
practice. Sure, every scholar on the convergence of visual arts and
cartography starts with the map in some way. However, the classifi-
cation criteria adopted are mostly of heterogeneous nature (for exam-
ple aesthetic or national classification schemas). With these premises,
the conclusion is all artists who use maps in their work are all cartog-
raphers - something that resembles the Hegelian night in which all
cows are black. It is therefore important to distinguish and under-
stand: in contemporary art, who is a mapper? Who is a mapmaker?
Who is a cartographer? Everything is mapping, but mapping is said
in many ways: it has different senses.

Let it be clear that I am not so much interested here in the refer-
ential success or failure of the map’s content, but in its being a wide-
open field of possibilities. As Wittgenstein observes, “Everything a
map represents is possible” (Waismann 1979, 239). Insofar as we take
conventional cartography, as we know it, as the standard example of
comparison, we can notice the different degrees of re-elaboration of
the canon, or rather the ‘distance’ - the different ways in which this
or that artist reworks and deviates from the model - starting from
‘map’ object. In contemporary art, artwork looks like a cartifact, that
is, a cartographic artefact that has the typical, socially recognisa-
ble, appearance of a map. But it is not used, nor can it be used as a
source of information (so, it is not used for orientation in space). As
we will see, some artists work ‘on’ and ‘starting from” well-known,
previous, and pre-existing physical maps. Others, on the other hand,
work on representation rather than on the ‘thing”: the cartographic
imago mundi and its more or less explicit meanings. In other words,
both exploit the familiarity of us all towards maps.

To be precise, in this first distinction - thing and imago - I take up
a characteristic typical of Hans Belting’s critical iconology, namely
the analogy-difference between ‘medium’ and ‘image”: “The image is
present in its medium (otherwise we could not see it), and yet it re-
fers to the absence of that entity of which it is a representation” (Belt-
ing 2011, 20). For Belting, a real critical iconology must discuss the
unity as well as the distinction of image and medium, i.e. fact that on
the one hand no visible images reach us unmediated, but on the oth-
er hand images are not merely produced by their media. If the map
is a necessary medium for giving visibility to certain images of the
world, then we can analytically distinguish between its mediality and
its content. I would therefore distinguish between the map as a thing,
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medium, material support, and the map as an image - an image into
which the rules of the social order seem to fit (as critical cartogra-
phy from Harley onwards has shown). Map’s mediality is what makes
the image of the World visible and allows its meaning or ideological
content to be transmitted: “Pictures have always been dependent on
a given medium, whether it was a lump of clay or the smooth wall of
a cave. Artificial bodies (media) give them birth, control their visi-
ble appearance. It is their media that furnish them with both visibili-
ty and physical presence in the public realm” (Belting 2011, 18). Cer-
tainly, when in a map we distinguish the material medium from the
World representation it represents, we pay attention to either the one
or the other, as if they were distinct (which they are not): “they sepa-
rate only when we are willing to separate them in our looking. In this
case, we dissolve their factual ‘symbiosis’ by means of our analytical
perception” (Belting 2005, 304).? For example, in this perspective, the
mapmaker is above all the artist who works on the materiality of the
map, while the artist-mapper is mainly interested in the image de-
tached from its materiality. But according to Belting, all this is pos-
sible because the interactions between the medium hosting the im-
age, and the same images include a third parameter: our bodies. In
this setting, as Tania Rossetto observes (2015), images colonize and
inhabit our bodies and brains. Remembering a map means first dis-
embodying it from its original media - disembodying its argument
about the world from symbiosis with the medium hosting it - and
then reembodying his imago mundi in our brain. Through this pro-
cess images are transmitted and imprinted in a collective memory:
“The politics of images relies on their mediality, as mediality usually
is controlled by institutions and serves the interests of political pow-
er (even when it, as we experience it today, hides behind a seeming-
ly anonymous transmission)” (Belting 2005, 304); a statement Har-
ley would have approved.

That said, as we will see in the following pages, from the map as
medium and the map as image we then move on to the map as ab-
straction: starting from the assumption that the map is a coded rep-
resentation of a place, artists want to decode it in order to reflect
on the spatiality evoked by its grammar: it is as if they took Witt-
genstein’s statement seriously that “representing is not represented
on the map” (Bouwsma 1986, 343). The discussion could be further

3 I can only mention, here, Richard Wollheim’s ideas - very close to Belting’s posi-
tion - about the two-foldedness of pictures: the configurational and the recognitional
fold. The first is the picture’s physical basis (in the first place, the picture-object is a flat
surface with colours, marks, etc., and in general a series of visible features); the second
is the visual awareness of its content, or in other word the awareness of the specific ob-
jects that pictures happen to depict. The two folds do not constitute two independent
experiences, but a single, unified experience (see Wollheim 1980; 1987).
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extended by considering the most extreme cases: when the map is
no longer at the centre of artistic re-creation as a finished product,
complete in itself, but mapping exists as a production of something,
a carrying into execution, a performing action. This is the case, for
example, in so-called land-art, where mapping and the dissemina-
tion of lines on Earth coincide: artworking as a way of provisional-
ly creating the world.* However, the topic is more than enough for
this text and to address the issue here would take us too far from
the goal of this paper.

Therefore, in the following pages I will use the three categories
identified by Robinson and Petchenik specifically and distinctly to
describe certain cartographic trends of contemporary art: “there is
little that contemporary artists haven’t done with maps” says Kath-
arine Harmon (2009, 10). Combining the ‘types’ of the mapper, the
mapmaker, and the cartographer with the different attitudes to-
wards maps (as medium, image, abstraction, etc.), I will propose a
small classification scheme, useful to orient ourselves in the labyrin-
thine cartographic eye of art. Maybe this is not fundamentally new,
but I would be happy to propose a useful model for mapping artistic
experiments with cartography. Of course, these definitions retain
value as a descriptive and comparative tool, so long as one does not
circumscribe each category too rigidly: as we shall see, on a case-by-
case basis, there are artists who are, for example, mapmakers and
mappers at the same time (depending on what they do with their art
at the time). Indeed, this conceptual apparatus, if at first sight appar-
ently artificial or academically abstract, reveals its usefulness pre-
cisely when it allows us to grasp real nuances and distinctions. Be-
yond the rich abundance of different, even contradictory conceptions

4 Inanutshell: cartographic art is performative art because the cornerstone of these
experiments is the ‘making of” and not ‘the finished product’. Namely, in front of us we
no longer have maps - cartographic objects, cartifacts, media, etc. - but a making pro-
cess ephemeral in nature: the mapping. The difference is roughly what Tim Ingold iden-
tified between painting and music: “paintings - Ingold says - they are presented to us
as works that are complete in themselves... the actual work of painting is subordinat-
ed to the final product” (Ingold 1993, 161). To exemplify: Boetti’s maps remain availa-
ble for our admiration long after the female Afghan embroiderers’ work that gave rise
to them has ceased. In contrast, music is a sequence of activities generated in move-
ment. Or, to be more precise, a series of activities that come into being through move-
ment: “Music exists only when it is being performed (it does not pre-exist, as is some-
times thought, in the score, any more than a cake pre-exists in the recipe for making
it)” (Ingold 1993, 161). The mapping is exactly this: art exists only so long as people are
actually engaged in the artistic activities. “Earth Art” is an artistic performance sit-
uated on Earth’ surface, a mapping that has become part of the Earth landscape. But
exactly like musical sound is subject to the property of rapid fading - mapping’ effects
on landscape shortly afterwards are destined to disappear, self-destruct, deteriorate,
or decompose. Christo’s installations Surrounded Islands (Biscayne Bay, Florida) and
The Floating Piers (the Lake Iseo, Italy) are a temporary, site-specific artworks: have a
use-by date (when the artist restores the site to its original condition).
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of this field of research, in the final analysis one thing is certain: ar-
tistic maps are not dead objects, but an opportunity to reflect more
broadly about how we construct, experience and represent space.

3 The Artist-Mapmaker and the Map as Medium

In this first type we find artworks strongly anchored in the medial
‘consistency’ of cartographic object. The tactile experience of han-
dling a map has been largely neglected in cartographic scholarship
(Dodge, Kitchin, Perkins 2009, 229). This has, however, not been ne-
glected by contemporary artists. Here, the tendency is to exploit the
material features of cartography. The artist is a mapmaker: they are
the material author of an artwork that comes from the reworking
of a preexisting cartographic object. The final effect is a reshaped,
sliced, twisted, woven, erased, distorted, emptied, contested map in
its materiality: a handmade map.

Of course, the artist’s hand can be light. With Carte de L’Europe
(Map of Europe), Carte politique du monde (Political World Map)
(c. 1970) Marcel Broodthaers alters or adds words to a pre-existing
map or retouches the image. In other cases, through the operative
and operational - in short: creative - intervention the cartograph-
ic medium becomes a starting point from which to begin projecting
fundamentally political and socially engaged ideas. These include
the critique of maps’ long association with the legacy of colonization,
the ideological implications of the cartographic representation (who
maps? Who is mapped?), the precariousness and arbitrariness of bor-
ders, or geopolitical conflicts, and so on. For example, Mapas is a se-
ries of pleated maps by the Argentine artist Miguel Angel Rios with
the khipu method, a technique of handmade encoded knots used by
the Incas for accounting and exchange. This system is used by Rios
to alter the smooth surface of the old map and systematically frag-
ment it (knotted strings were used to record memories, stories, and
computations). Someone wrote that “in his Mapas, Rios is actually
dis-mapping America” (Akinci, Korvinus 2022) because the rediscov-
ery of traditional indigenous arts of the Americas meanings the re-
emergence of something that religious, military or mercantilist ide-
ology of the conquerors had erased through mapping.

A polemical reuse of cartographic objects inherited from the colo-
nial period can be found in the Brazilian artist Adriana Varejao with
the Mapa de Lopo Homem II (Lopo Homem'’s Map II), (2004). Lopo
Homem (c. 1497-c. 1572), a Portuguese cartographer and cosmogra-
pher, in 1519 produced the Miller Atlas for King Manuel I of Portu-
gal, a joint work with cartographers Pedro Reinel and Jorge Reinel,
and illustrated by miniaturist Anténio de Holanda. The atlas contains
eight maps on six loose sheets, painted on both sides; the folio 1 recto
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Figure2 Left-to-right, top-to-bottom: Miguel Angel Rios, Critical post-colonial No. 23, 1995;
Adriana Varejao, Mapa de Lopo Homem I, 2004; Maya Lin, Altered Atlas, 2006;
Doug Beube, Fault Lines, 2003. Collage: Author.

shows the parts of the New World allocated to Portugal by Treaty of
Tordesillas (1494). Africa, Europe, and Asia appear surrounded by a
single, continuous strip of land (“mundus novus” below) consisting
of the American colonies. Homem'’s map clearly has the function of
setting forth, defending, and organizing the political expansion in-
terests of the kingdom of Portugal. To dismantle this geopolitical
construction, Adriana Varejao reproduces it but with a substantial
difference. She physically interferes with its medial carrier, opening
wounds in the centre. Hence, the final outcome is a colonial wound
map - bleeding, slashed, and iconoclastic (Almeida 2017). A similar
material operation is performed to some extent by Maya Lin with Sys-
tematic Landscapes: carving miniature canyons into each page, the
artist transforms old World Atlases into sculptural objects. In turn,
William Giersbach pours paint on an Atlas in Poured China (1978).
As anticipated, in all these cases the artistic intervention on a
disused map produces a cartifact that has at first sight the typical,

104

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,93-116



Marcello Tanca
Mappers, Mapmakers, and Cartographers and Where to Find Them in Contemporary Art

socially recognisable, appearance of a map; but cannot be used to
get from A to B.

Often artists working on the compactness of cartographic medi-
um favour techniques such as collage, installation, sculpture and so
on. This is what Jeff Woodbury’s Map Works does, for instance. Wood-
bury dissects the maps: he cuts out sections, cuts away everything
but the roads - and reconstructs them. So, the map ceases to be a
2-dimensional representation of reality and becomes an actual 3-di-
mensional thing. Woodbury writes the following about his Dissected
Maps on his official website:

Maps are generally cheap, and their value is predicated on their
usefulness. When they become outdated we throw them away. By
dissecting them, their use-value is destroyed by the loss of their
function. But the use-value is replaced with aesthetic value, and
with it a commensurate extension of the object’s life-span.®

Use-value is replaced by aesthetic value, and this is very important.
Sian Robertson also draws on used maps and atlases to create im-
pressive collages. See, for example, Optical Illusion (2017) or Tangled
(2017) excavated vintage street atlases. Along the same lines as these
‘altered atlases’ starting from an already created atlas, is Doug Beu-
be’s Fault Lines (2003). Text is cut, folded and transformed into some-
thing new and different: an art object.

4 The Artist-Mapper and the Map as Image

For Belting, our bodies (and our brains) act as a living medium that
makes us remember images and that also enables our imagination
to censor or transform them. The theme of cartographic memory
emerges here: that is, the pervasive and silent power - as pervasive
as it is silent - of the images of the World transmitted by/through
the maps that are imprinted in our minds. Therefore, in this catego-
ry we can include examples which do not take up pre-existing mate-
rial supports (such as old atlases or maps) but that work on the im-
ages of the world inscribed and imprinted in our collective memory.
This connects to the Kevin Lynch’s concept of image ability: the prob-
ability of an artwork to evoke a strong image in any given observer
(Lynch 1960, 9). Artworks are at first glance graphically respectful
of symbolic convention and characterized by more or less recognis-
able cartographic forms: the artist plays with the World representa-
tion to the extent that this is still largely familiar (but beware: human

5 https://www.jeffwoodbury.com.

105

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,93-116



Marcello Tanca
Mappers, Mapmakers, and Cartographers and Where to Find Them in Contemporary Art

Figure3

Top-to-bottom: Alighiero Boetti,
Mappadel mondo, 1988;
Michael Murphy, Gun Country
2014. Collage: Author

memory is an imperfect archive, and some memories are more vivid
and others more vague).

To clarify this statement: I am thinking mainly of artworks such
as Map, an oil-and-collage-on-canvas painting by Jasper Johns from
1961. Johns drew a grid on a map and, transferring its coordinates
onto a canvas, began to paint. It is precisely because of this that he
declares: “I was painting a map, not making a painting of a map” (ital-
ics added). Not a painting of a map, but an actual map - the artist re-
draws his own imago mundi. It goes without saying that the recogni-
tion by the audience, here, is made possible by our familiarity with
cartographic images. Moreover, in the nearly 150 works of the Map-
pa series, Alighiero Boetti draws on a commonly known iconographic
repertoire. These are tapestry-woven maps of the world, rectangular
in format, with the chosen cartographic projection (focused on Eu-
rope) of a classical-conventional type and the scale of approximate-
ly 1:30,000,000 (a small scale typical of the World map); but - this is
the point - each country is represented by its flag (the canvas is lin-
en, not a painting canvas).

In this specific category, the artist is a mapper, as she/he essentially
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Figure 4

Top-to-bottom:

Jasper Johns, Map, 1963;
Pedro Lasch, Latino/a America,
2003. Collage: Author

relies on collective mental images with her/his cartography. With the
LATINO/A AMERICA series (route guides, mural version, pamphlets,
posters, and special publications, t-shirts, banners, and public exhi-
bitions), Pedro Lasch describes a new “Latinidad” that extends into
the English-speaking world, changing the meaning of “America” and
of being “American”. Similarly, the photographic work of Vik Muniz’s
(Vincent José de Oliveraie Muniz) revolves around the theme of waste,
discarding, and recycling. WWW (World Map), from the series “Pic-
tures of junk” (2008), is a world map made from discarded computers:
the world we inhabit is a huge landfill of electronic waste. The chal-
lenge is to play with conventions and expectations and to use them
to communicate a message or to disregard and overturn them, sur-
prising the viewer. Once again, we meet Marcel Broodthaers with
La Conquéte de I'espace. Atlas a l'usage des artistes et des militaires
(The Conquest of Space. Atlas for the Use of Artists and Military Men)
(1975) a tiny atlas (4 x 2.5 cm) that shows, in alphabetical order, the
silhouettes of 32 countries, all reproduced at the same scale (thus, all
the countries appear to be practically the same size). More recently
(2014), Michael Murphy created an installation called Gun Country,
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which resembles a map of the United States. The work is made from
150 toy guns. In this case, we are in front of an artwork whose im-
age ability is very strong: standing in front of the installation we see
the unequivocal outline of the United States. Gun Country is obvi-
ously not a painting of a map, but the memento of a map. In a rather
similar way, Luciano Fabro Italia’ series (1968-75) shows many emp-
ty silhouettes of the peninsula in different materials and in unusual
positions: overturned, laid on its side, etc. The world as an image or
a picture of a representative production returns in the Mateo Maté’
work. This artist plays ironically with our cartographic memory: his
installations project Nacionalismo doméstico (Domestic Nationalism)
(2004-14) is an invitation to rethink and reinvent the notion of living.
In an era in which the micro (private, domestic space) and the mac-
ro (the total space of the nation) merge, Maté makes the plan of an
apartment coincide with the outline of various countries (see Casa
Espafia, Casa Italia, etc.).

Art draw from a canonical cartographic repertoire to turn it upside
down: Emilio Isgro’s globe Pacem in terris (Peace on Earth)® (2018)
has a cubic shape; on the cube faces the only legible toponyms are
“Mediterranean Sea”, “Indian Ocean”, “Arctic Ocean” and “Pacem
in terris”; all the others have been erased by the artist (erasure is
the unmistakable feature of Isgro’s artistic research). Sea is beige,
mainland is white, erasures are black; on the different sides of the
cube, a swarm of black ants. Again, the theme is the peculiar ways in
which our mind of organises (and messes up) geographical memories.

5 The Artist-Cartographer and the Map as Abstraction

Carolyn Lanchner reports Michael Crichton’s observation that Johns’s
pictures are artistically positioned “between the found object and
the created abstraction” (Lanchner 2009, 19). In other words, works
like those of Jaspers Johns, Luciano Fabro, etc. conceptually herald
another current of contemporary art in which we find an increasing
level of abstraction: all that ensures artistic maps definitively ceas-
es to appear as something indicative or useful as a guide. The artist
no longer starts from everyday maps or used atlases to dig, cut or
fold them; nor does the artist play with the cartographic image abil-
ity and with the iconic memory that colonizes our brains. Artistic re-
search becomes an inquiry into the nature of the map as an abstract
conceptual entity - an investigation into its spatial code. Artists in-
creasingly play with the processes and visualisation practices that

6 Pacem in terris is the title of papal encyclical issued by Pope John XXIII on 1963,
in full Cold War.
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may be identified with cartographically ordered space: for example,
working on the scalar overstatement (or the subtraction) of maps’
formal aspects and the retention of only certain information - a de-
tail is subtracted to affirm or is magnified to make it visible or in-
visible. But, filtered through the artistic eye, the pattern of lines
and points can become poetic. As John Harley once wrote, “silences
on maps may sometimes become the determinate part of the carto-
graphic message” (Harley 1988, 58). See for example Map to Not In-
dicate (1967) by the Art & Language group: is an almost completely
empty imago mundi, where only the American states Iowa and Ken-
tucky appear. Japdo (Japan), Africa and India (1972) are a triptych of
drawings by Waltercio Caldas, in which most of the information has
been removed - except for a few landmarks (scattered strokes and
random numbers).

Another well-trodden artistic trail: symbols, signs, places, settings,
everything that flows into the cartographic drawing becomes a pure,
autonomous form; as happens in Yves Klein’ Planetaire (Bleu) (1961),
a sort of raised-relief map marked by deep blue (a distinctive char-
acteristic of this French artist), the details, the supporting elements
of cartographic space undergo a stylization, a reduction to a deco-
rative pattern; artists give them an aesthetic value. Among others,
a similar procedure is used by David Renaud in Basse Mana (2005):”
the artist isolates an element of the topographic map (the contour
line representing the conformation of the land) and elevates it to au-
tonomous sign.

Many cartographic ‘reveries’ can be actually investigated to desta-
bilize and challenge - and at turns to help to reimagine - the inward
scientific cartography and the spatial relations it aims to portray
or enact. In short, artworks ‘at their expense’ become a sort of me-
ta-maps for scholars (both cartographers and geographers), who
may muse on how, by comparison, the cartographic tool is used in
their discipline and what horizon the dialogue with art can extend
or shrink (Lo Presti 2018, 122).

Rather than the map as image, the appearance of the cartifact it-
self, what matters is the map as concept: the artist reinterprets the
cartographic logic, its codes of abstraction, its immanent contradic-
tions. That is to say, something not precisely defined once and for
all guiding our exploration of alternative views of the world in an
elastic way. Here the procedure is similar to that of a cartographer:
first, the artist reflects on the meaning of the work and explores the
folds of the formal grammar of cartographic thought. Of course, as
in the previous categories, here too we have different gradations of
“spatialization of knowledge”, to put it in Christian Jacob’s words

7 Basse Mana is a nature reserve located in the Overseas Department of Guyana.
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Figure5

Top-to-bottom: Yves Klein, Planetaire
(Bleu), 1961; Pierre-Alexandre Remy,
Portrait Cartographique, 2012. Collage:
Author

(2006, 201). For example, Michael Slagle is the author of map-paint-
ings such as Lakeland 3 (4th & Quinmore) (2007) dominated by the
abstraction of cartographic forms. I find his words extremely enlight-
ening: “What fascinates me, specifically as a painter, is the symbol-
ic arrangement of these formal elements and how they translate as
formal elements from a map to an abstract painting” (Harmon 2009,
200). In this sense, artwork is an investigation into the nature of the
map as an abstract conceptual entity. Likewise, Janice Caswell uses
a reduced language of points, lines, and fields of colour. Her draw-
ings and installations with beads, paper, ink, and pens - see Alter-
nate Realities-from Ft. Collins (2006) - are mental maps in which the
edges and the movements of bodies and consciousness through time
and space are traced. Pierre-Alexandre Remy’s work is also similar
to a preliminary reading of a map. This helps the artist to become
familiar with the physical form of the places, to recognise it, and is
above all an incentive to discover it. After gaining direct knowledge
by traversing the length and the breadth of the land along roads
paths, Remy abstracts from this experience: he shapes his internal
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map with different lines to recall the shape of the edges of the plac-
es, of movements and impressions caused by the spatial exploration.
With his sculpture Portrait Cartographique (Cartographic portrait)
(2012) he refers to the three distinct colours that are used in IGN
maps (maps of the Institut Géographique National) to symbolize spa-
tial elements: orange for the contour lines, blue for the streams and
black for the roads. It goes without saying that although Remy starts
from a map, it is impossible to follow the reverse path: looking at his
sculpture does not provide any useful information for recognising
the physical form of places.

6 Conclusion

Many maps, many cartifacts, and a rich diversity of mapping prac-
tices. A heterogeneous set of techniques, approaches, and materials.
Bleeding, emptied, carved, distorted, evoked, contested maps-art-
works. Painting, collage, installation, sculpture. Irony, anger, political
engagement, disorder, disconnections. Physical medium, collective-
ly shared image, or abstract spatial code: as a medium of expres-
sion, map not only inspires many artists, many works, many exhibi-
tions, and many books; it enriches notions of how and why we map
and provide a tool with which to expand the boundaries of our place
and space representations and our experiences within it. Artistic ex-
periments with cartography “invite us to observe ourselves in the
act of seeing - examining not only what we see, but how and why”
(Berger 1984, 50); “map artists come to reimagine mapping practice
and with it the spatialities of global modernity” (Ferdinand 2019, 10).

There are now by many texts providing overviews of map-based
art and proposed classification schemas or criteria, but I believe or
hope, humbly, the one proposed here offers something new, some-
thing that others do not reveal (mine is a modest proposal but, in
my view, it is based on an important principle). In order to distin-
guish different kinds of map-art and their different modes and con-
tributions, I proposed to use Robinson and Petchenik’s distinctions,
as well as Hans Belting’s image/medium analogy-difference. In my
opinion, these chosen points of reference are not widely used in re-
cent writings on map art, and yet they really work. Here, we do not
simply say “all artists inspired by maps are cartographers”. But:
some artists are mappers, some mapmakers, some cartographers.
Some of them work on to the medial thingness of cartographic ob-
ject: they are mapmakers (for Arthur Robinson and Barbara Petch-
enik, the mapmaker is the one who communicates his cognitive ac-
tivity through a tangible map). Some of them work on cartographic
memory, that is, on the images of the World transmitted by/through
maps that are imprinted in our minds; they are mappers (the mapper
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is the one who works with the mental images). Finally, some of them
work on spatial code and the nature of the map as an abstract con-
ceptual entity; they are strictly speaking cartographers (the cartog-
rapher is the one who reflects creatively on design of the map). It is
not possible to confuse them.

Mappers, mapmakers, cartographers...artists working with car-
tography know that a large part of the appeal of the artistic map
lies in its ability to take things for granted and imprinted in a col-
lective memory. This is a very serious thing. According to Catherine
D’Ignazio (2009), they are “symbol saboteurs” and “agents-actors”
on the one hand, they use the visual iconography of the map to over-
turn, overthrow, subvert or reverse its political meaning; on the oth-
er hand, artists make maps as mappers, mapmakers, or cartogra-
phers in order to challenge the status quo and/or change our imago
mundi. The two are not contradictory. In fact, their works concrete-
ly test and implement critical cartography and mapping theory by
trying to answer specific questions of practical relevance (how do
we learn to locate ourselves and the others in the World? How do we
learn to represent ourselves and the others? How do we learn to rep-
resent ourselves, the others, and things in relation to each other?). A
central critical concern of this artistic research, then, is the making,
or production, of images. This is why we need artists and the works
they create. That is, as Laura Lo Presti writes:

Many cartographic “reveries” can be actually investigated to
destabilize and challenge - and at turns to help to reimagine - the
inward scientific cartography and the spatial relations it aims to
portray or enact. In short, artworks “at their expense” become a
sort of meta-maps for scholars (both cartographers and geogra-
phers), who may muse on how, by comparison, the cartographic
tool is used in their discipline and what horizon the dialogue with
art can extend or shrink. (2018, 122)
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1 Sapmi

From where the world is rendered, is a pivotal issue in cartography.
In 1974-75, the artist Hans Ragnar Mathisen (aka Elle-Hansa aka Ke-
viselie, b. 1945) visualised the world seen from his northern homeland
in a map entitled Sabmi, the name of the land of the Indigenous peo-
ple in the northern part of Fennoscandia.* The colourful map was off-
set-printed in 5,000 copies and disseminated all over Sapmi. As the
first map of the entire Sdmi homeland,? it was a significant symbol in
the coeval ethnopolitical and cultural struggle for Sdmi rights in the
1970s and 1980s. Mathisen adopted the ornate and abundant style of
the maps produced during the time of European exploration and im-
perial colonisation of the world, including the north. In particular, his
map invokes elements of Olaus Magnus’ Carta Marina (1539), the first
known map of the Nordic countries, which changed the southern Eu-
ropean’s common imaginary of the northern regions as a Terra nullus.?
However, Mathisen’s map from 1975 replaced the colonial and mythical
cartes-a-figures with Sdmi cultural and spiritual signs, amongst them
the noaidi drum, a number of duodji objects, and the symbolic sun.* He
added 920 old Séami place names - including “Sabmi”, as handwritten
in the cartouche - which he had collected over many years through oral
sources, old topographic descriptions, and from pioneer researchers
in Sdmi history and language.® Finally, he removed the national state
borders that had come to split the Sdmi people.® The map “can exclude
people, but it also can include people, it can highlight and ignore. My
maps are highlighting an Indigenous culture”, the artist states in the
biographical film, Cartographer (2019) [fig. 1].

1 The name is written differently in the Sdmi languages. Mathisen’s Sabmi was a ten-
tatively naming. The three main spellings today are Sdpmi, Sdbme, Saepmie. In this
article Northern Sami is used as a rule, however also other languages when relevant,
mainly Lule Sdmi, Ume Sami, Pite Sdmi, and Southern Sami.

2 Cf. Raymond-Yakoubian et al. 2020, 301.

3 Olaus Magnus (Olof Mansson, 1490-1557), Swedish naturalist, ethnographer and
titular bishop of Uppsala. The map is considered to be the earliest approximately cor-
rect map of the Nordic countries illustrated with people, creatures, real and mythi-
cal, related to the area. Carta marina, woodcut, 170 x 125 cm, printed in Venice 1539.

4 Noaidi (in Northern Sami) is the most common Sémi word used to designate a Sa-
mi religious or ritual specialist. Duodji (in Northern Sami) is the term for traditional
craft, but also comprehends creative production, aesthetic form, practical use as well
as spiritual knowledge.

5 Some of Mathisen’s suggested place names are disputed within the local communities.

6 Sampi is part of Norway, Sweden, Finland and Russia. The national borders were
decided in 1751 and in 1826. The area is historically referred to as Lapland, a name no
longer considered suitable.

7 Cf. M. Ranis, Cartographer, film by Hans Ragnar Mathisen, 2019, 48 min, HDV. The
quotation is at 00:44’45"” (Author’s transcription). The film was shown at the exhibition
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Figure1l HansRagnarMathisen, Sdbmi. 1974-75. Digital print on paper, 50 x 55,5 cm.
(Printed in a variety of sizes). © Author

During the next decades, Mathisen made roughly 50 maps of differ-
ent Sdmi regions, naming, claiming and changing the dominant per-
spectives of the northern world from Western to Indigenous.® He
implemented the simplest counter-mapping method by turning the
world map ‘upside-down’, thereby questioning the cemented glob-
al order. Mathisen inspired the global Indigenous movement with
his maps, and also through his extensive travels to other Indigenous
lands. In Sapmi, his collection and use of local place names became

of Mathisen’s map in 2021 in Oslo Kunstforening, titled Kartografen.

8 Most of Mathisen’s maps are presented on his home page, now archived: https://
keviselie-hansragnarmathisen.net/. They are drawn on multilayered plastic foil, re-
produced photographically or scanned and printed on paper.
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an important issue for Sami activists, and Mathisen was instrumen-
tal for activism and engagement among Sami artists to take back
their people’s past, present and imagined future (Holm 2022, 188).
Despite this pioneering Indigenous cartographic work, five decades
later the Sami vocal artist Sofia Jannok (b. 1982) uttered, in the con-
text of new governmental and capitalist colonisation and exploitation
of Sdmi land, that “according to the maps, we do not exist”. Through
her lyrics and video works she underscores the importance of telling
“We are still here” and “This is my land”.”

Mathisen’s cartography is the point of departure in this article,
and in addition to Sabmi 1975 I will highlight artworks that were
created in the 1990s, and which demonstrate the great variety in
his ddiddakdrta motifs.*® Furthermore, I will investigate Mathisen’s
legacy and continuation by looking into more recent art projects re-
lated to Sapmi, which all use maps in various ways, as a tool and
medium, and as aesthetic images. Rather than give an overview of
Sami artists who use maps in their practice, some significant cas-
es are chosen, which widen the scope of cartography, as well as ap-
praising the contemporary art world of Indigenous presence and re-
lation to the land. The Sdmi-Swedish artist Katarina Pirak Sikku
(b. 1965) enters the realm of cartography through her profound pro-
ject on tracing her ancestors’ hiking trails and reindeer marks. The
Sami-Finnish artist Outi Pieski (b. 1973), the art-activist Jenni Lai-
ti (b. 1981), and the poet Niillas Holmberg (b. 1990) worked togeth-
er on Rdgjacummad / Kiss from the Border and use maps as a political
and decolonial tool. Sissel Mutale Bergh (b. 1974) has worked in the
last decade on participatory and deep map projects in the Southern
Sami region of Norway, where she lives. Thus, the art projects for
this study are chosen from several parts of the Sapmi, with artists
of different generations. Rather than operating with pre-given cate-
gories, the varied ddiddakdrta extend the terrain of Indigenous car-
tography in a Sdmi context.

9 Cf. Jannok 2021, 106. Jannok, lyrics and video We are still here / Mii Leat Dds Ain
(together with the visual artist Anders Sunna) and This is my land (Sdpmi), both 2016.

10 Mathisen’s art production as such is varied, as demonstrated in the retrospective
exhibition CSV terra cognita, in Romssa Déaiddasiida/Tromsg Kunstforening in 2021,
curated by Leif Magne Tangen and Gry-Kristine Fors Spein, see Fors Spein et.al. 2021;
Bouvier 2021.
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2 Mapping as Worlding

Indigenous cartography encompasses a wide range of practices and
forms and serves various purposes across cultures. However, schol-
ars highlight some common features.** Traditional Indigenous maps
are often process oriented and take the form of bodily performanc-
es, oral descriptions and experiential modes of mapping. Indigenous
cartography is defined by Robert A. Rundstrom as processual, which
underscores that maps are ‘incorporate’ practices rather than ‘in-
scriptive’ products.** Furthermore, Indigenous maps describe space
phenomenologically, as the way places are experienced and used,
rather than rendering the landscape from a disembodied viewpoint.
Indigenous maps convey situated and traditional knowledge, thereby
connecting to the ancestors’ use of land, and to spiritual dimensions.
The knowledge embedded in the names of places and landscapes are
important sources, but remain empty words, reduced to “mere la-
bels”, if not contextualised (Cogos et al. 2017, 49). The overall chal-
lenge in Indigenous cartography is how to transfer place names, the
situated knowledge, and oral and performative modes of mapping, in-
to modern maps - or even to conceive new forms of cartography “that
can guarantee the transmission” of the deep Indigenous relation to
the environment to future generations (Pearce, Louis 2008, 108).
While Indigenous cartography is a broad research field, it also em-
braces artistic cartographic practices, which so far have been little
studied. This article connects to the discourse of Indigenous cartog-
raphy, which resonates with the demands of recent critical cartog-
raphy to embrace “multiple forms of knowledge, including the affec-
tive, embodied, oral, cognitive and cultural”. With reference to the
geographer Angela Massumi Katuta “we need to broaden the concept
of what a ‘map’ is in order to include ‘other’ epistemologies or cos-
movisions and, therefore, make cartography a tool for the creation
of new worlds”. Humble study of maps in contemporary art practices
in Sdpmi is my attempt to meet these demands to “develop a differ-
ent imagination of the world and our relations with and within it”.**
Ddiddakdrta does not refer to a common concept in the Sami lan-
guages, but is a compound word which literally means ‘art map’. Thus,
the term ddiddakdrta underscores that the maps chosen for this in-
quiry are not maps in the ordinary sense, nor are they a traditional

11 Cf. Rundstrom 1998; Pearce, Louis 2008; Sletto 2009; Brattland, Nilsen 2011; Luc-
chesi 2018; Joks et al. 2020.

12 Cf. Rundstrom 1998 (and other publications). Tim Ingold has identified a similar
distinction between ‘mapping’ as parallel to speaking, and ‘mapmaking’ to the privi-
lege of writing (cf. Ingold 2000).

13 Kollektiv orangotango, quoting Katuta in Schranz 2021, 68-9.
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Sami way of orienting oneself in the landscape. They are visual and
material artworks whose functions vary from personal to historical,
and political to aesthetical. As both ddidda and kdrta are loanwords
of more recent origin in the Sami languages, the concept does not
convey the maps of land and connections, which have been transmit-
ted orally, mentally and performatively in the long Sdmi tradition.

The traditional Sdmi way of mapping is not rendered on a visual
map. Rather, the traditional Sami mapping gives oral descriptions of
geographical features of the landscape that also include methods of
finding the way, knowing the sites for vital resources, as well as ani-
mal migration paths, environmental dynamics and climatic conditions,
and the connections to the sacred and spiritual dimension. Such maps
still live on in the storytelling, yoiks** and place names, and witness
the deep knowledge of the Indigenous art of living. The extent to which
ddiddakarta is able to embed the knowledge and aesthetics of these
oral, mental and performative maps is a question to be explored and
can further contribute to the “new arts of noticing” the land, its con-
nections and connectivity (Guttorm et al. 2021, 135). Indeed, the func-
tion of ddiddakdrta is more than just a description of the landscape, and
more than highlighting an Indigenous culture. The maps are interpreta-
tive, aesthetic and even speculative actors in our contemporary culture.

Worlding as a multifaceted concept encompasses this study, al-
though not as a utilitarian tool to find the way, but rather as a sphere
to step into and be embraced by. Worlding refers to a manifold of phil-
osophical, conceptual, critical and methodological understandings,
firstly rooted in the existential phenomenology of being as a constant,
and poetic, formation of the world (Heidegger 1927). The concept
also embraces a productive and symbolic world-making in art and
language (Goodman 1978). Furthermore, the postcolonial counter-
worlding indicates expressions of agency and resistance to imperial
worldviews (Spivak 1985; 1990). Not least, a speculative and fabu-
lising worlding-with also embraces a multispecies perspective of im-
mense importance today and tomorrow (Haraway 2008; 2016). Thus,
varied understandings of worlding deem different aspects of the con-
cept as essential and help understand mapping and ddiddakdrta as
a constant formation, relation and negotiation; and as an active and
ontological process not rendering or representing a world ‘already
there’. Worlding expands upon the concept of world view, which has
long been significant in Indigenous studies and cartography.

14 Yoik is traditional Sdmi chanting, a vocal genre. The function of it is wider than
being just music, and can be considered representative of the entire Sdmi culture and
world view, in its structure and meaning. In this context, of interest is the function of
yoik to recall memories of places and landscapes, and also to describe those places.
However, it is important that the description is not about a place (or animal or person),
rather one yoiks the place (or animal or person), or invokes the landscape.

122

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,117-144



Elin Haugdal
Ddiddakdrta

As a non-Sami speaker and interpreter, I recognize that my knowl-
edge is situated and partial, striving to be attuned to Sami knowl-
edge and worldviews.** Aware of the danger of appropriation, my use
of Sami terms and imagery is discussed with Indigenous scholars.
The artwork Markarna (The Fields, 2018) by Carola Grahn and duojar
Nils-Johan Labba serves as a land acknowledgment, to which I give
my consent: a small globe-shaped box of wood and antlers encircled
by an inscription in Swedish and Northern Sdmi. Accompanying the
globe is a speech, stating: “We acknowledge that the lands on which
we gather are the traditional homelands of the Sami people. Here,
Sami people have lived and herded reindeer since time immemori-
al. Now, we strive towards respectful relations with all peoples and
work for the healing of both land and hearts”.*®

3 The Sami Atlas - Ourselves in the World

The first Sdmi Atlas was published as late as 1996 and gives us a
broader understanding of Sapmi and important views on land, histo-
ry and cultural heritage (Mathisen, Aikio, Henriksen 1996). The at-
las was edited by Hans Ragnar Mathisen and made in cooperation
with Sdmi historians. The map sheets are quite similar to any didac-
tic school atlas, showing well-known worldviews of the European con-
tinent and the Nordic region. However, the focus, language and top-
ics differ. The publication manifests Sdmi archaic history up until
the contemporary political situation, as it maps rock carvings (bdk-
tegovat), places of sacrifice (bdlvvossagjit), trapping sites (bivdorust-
tegat), traditional reindeer grazing grounds, various Sami language
areas samegielat), summer residences and winter residences for the
nomadic population (siida boundaries), historical borders and today’s
national borders. Producing this atlas was one important way to pass
on knowledge of Sami history, geography and land use, and to claim
ownership of the cultural heritage inherent in the landscape. The
conventional format of the atlas is utilised, as a language of science
and authority, but produced by Indigenous scholars for the Indige-
nous people in their own language.

The endpapers that carefully embrace the Sami Atlas are hand-
drawn maps created by Mathisen. The front map centres on the
North Pole and showcases the Indigenous peoples of the North

15 The International Labour Organisation’s (ILO) Convention 169, 1989. In Norway,
it is clear that the Sdmi population satisfies the criteria stipulated in this definition.
For the ethics of Indigenous methodology, see amongst other Porsanger, Seurujarvi-
Kari 2021, 26-39.

16 For the artwork and translation, see Danbolt, Pushaw 2023.
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Figure2

Hans Ragnar Mathisen, Sdmisat
010790.1990.

Poster with place names,
70x60cm.

© Author

(davvidlbmogat) and their homelands in the circumpolar Arctic, in-
cluding Nunavut, Kalaallit Nunaat, Nenetsia, and Sapmi. Surrounding
his pastel-coloured map are Arctic animals, reindeer, walrus, salmon,
and polar bear. The front endpaper presents a different perspective:
a spherical representation of the world seen through the lens of a fic-
tional satellite. Titled Sdmisat 010790, this depiction reorients the con-
ventional map, highlighting and magnifying Sdpmi.*” Mathisen appro-
priates the technological optics of Earth images from space in this
hand-drawn rendition, linking it to the satellite as a modern visual tool
for Earth observation and research, also beneficial to the Indigenous
peoples of the North. Just as satellite imagery has trained the modern
eye to view ourselves from a planetary perspective, it simultaneous-
ly draws our attention to familiar, localized places. In the Sdmi Atlas,

17 Cf. Mathisen’s website: https://keviseliefhansragnarmath'isen.nej:/. His web-
site is now archived; it belongs to the Hans Ragnar Mathisen archive of Arran julevs-
ame guovdasj / Arran Lule Sdmi Centre.
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these place names are meticulously integrated into the landscape. In
the mass-produced poster version of Sdmisat 010790, the names are
also provided below the map in a multilingual parallel format [fig. 2].

Utilising the master’s tool to amplify marginalised voices, highlight
their perspectives, and articulate their reality, the Sabmi map of 1975,
the Sdmi Atlas, and further Mathisen’s extensive collection of maps
from all Sdmi regions serve as counter-mappings. Counter-mapping
emerged from Indigenous groups, initially in the northern territories
of Canada, in the 1960s and 1970s, as an act of agency and resistance,
allowing Indigenous communities to control how their land was de-
picted and represented. In a broader context, these maps align with
Spivak’s theories of counter-worlding, offering alternative narratives
and representations that challenge the hegemonic world view (Spiv-
ak 1985, 263-4).** While Mathisen’s maps are situated within this dis-
course of resistance and are viewed as tools for interrogating power-
knowledge inequalities, they are more. The principal recipients are
the Sami people themselves, not the colonisers. And, Mathisen’s aes-
thetic and abundant cartographic style celebrates ‘ourselves in the
world’, rather than expressing resistance or critique.

4 The Drum’s Time

Mathisen'’s extensive body of work demonstrate antipodes in his ddid-
dakdrta. The woodcut entitled Tacitus ‘98 A.D. / Goahti (1999) offers a
starkly contrasting perspective to that of the satellite. Here, Mathis-
en re-situates the writings of the Roman historian Tacitus regarding
the Sdmi (finni) in his literary work Germania from the first century in
Western time: “Securi adversus homines, securi adversus deos, rem
difficillimam adsecuti sunt”. “They do not need to fear either people
or God, because the conditions they live in are already miserable’.*”
The Séami people are not unknown, but have rather been thorough-
ly studied from ancient times up till today, but for a long time deval-
ued and exotified. In Mathisen’s picture, the ignorant and devaluat-
ing Latin words of Tacitus are remediated, as they are inscribed as
the oval plan form of the traditional Sadmi arched tent (called goahti),
and as they witness survival despite difficult circumstances through-
out history. The pictorial perspective is from the ground inside the
tent, where the eyes follow the colourful goahti construction upwards
to the central opening and into the blue sky. Regarded as a two-di-
mensional graphic plan or map of the goahti, this oval form with its

18 For elaboration and examples of counter-mapping, see Kollektiv orangotango in
Schranz 2021, 65-93.

19 The translation of Tacitus relies on Holm 2022.
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Figure3

Hans Ragnar Mathisen, Tacitus
‘98A.D./Goahti. 1999.
Coloured woodcut,
62x55cm.
RiddoDuottarMuseat, SD 1042.
© M.Miller /RDM

radial forces extending from the centre, is often repeated in Mathis-
en’s artworks as a profound symbol in Sdmi culture. When moving
the tent to follow the herd during the seasons of the year, the centre
of the world moves with it [fig.3].

Many of the old Sdmi drum membranes, of which Mathisen has
made 32 replicas, have a similar structure to the goahti map. These
drum drawings can be conceived as ‘cosmic maps’. This is elaborated
on in “The Drum as Map: Western Knowledge Systems and Northern
Indigenous Map Making” (Keski-Santti et al. 2003)*° in which the au-
thors present the different ways the Sdmi drum could have functioned
as a map: as the individual naoidi’s spiritual journey, as hunting maps,
as a shared and ritual orientation in space and time, as astronomical
orientation, and thus as a connector of microcosmos and macrocosmos.
The map, then, is not solely limited to the pictorial representations on
the drum skin. It also encompasses a material aspect, such as the rear
side with its handle. Furthermore, it encompasses the experience of
the drum in use: the rhythmic tapping and the voice of the noaidi, the
gathering around the fire in the interior of a tent, the opening up into
the constellation of the stars. Obviously, to interpret the image of the
drum skin solely “as a representation of an indigenous cartographic
knowledge system - a map” is too simple and “fails to do justice to the
Sami world view as a whole” (Keski-Santti et al. 2003, 122).

20 See also Mathisen in Cartographer (2019): 00:38".
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Figure4 HansRagnar Mathisen, Trommens tid [Goabdesjagge / The drum’s time]. 1994.
Woodcut, monotype on paper, 75 x 56 cm. Troms fylkeskommune, TFK. 1192. © Jan Martin Berg

In Hans Ragnar Mathisen’s woodcut entitled Trommens tid
(Drum-Time / Goabdesjdgge, 1994) the pictorial outline of a drum
skin fills the surface, but printed on a background that seems to be a
landscape. In an interview Mathisen clarifies that out of all his graph-
ic drum prints, “this is the only drum that can also be perceived as
a map”, which more precisely represents the Lule Sami area.?* The

21 Confirmed in personal conversation, cf. Mathisen 2024.
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drum’s membrane is rendered transparent against a light blue back-
ground and is embraced by a brightly coloured landscape. In the top
field, the line curves like a horizon, and the mountains, the sea and
fields of land are represented in a coherent and vigorous palette. The
dominant green and blue colours signify a rich landscape of plants,
trees and valleys, rivers and waters with fish and sea birds, and ani-
mals like deer and fox and their tracks in the snow. Signs of the sun
and the moon anchor each corner of this world, and the glimmering
North Star is fixed at the top. In the bottom field, the planetary per-
spective is reduced to a strip of overlapping zones, dominated by
green letters in between the mass-felled trees, upside down most
likely saying “Lahppun”, which means felled, lost, absence, and al-
so hints to Lapponia, the colonial name on Sapmi (Mathisen 2024).
Hidden in the landscape, the artist has left a comment on the capi-
talist driven and eco-destroying felling of forests in Lule Sémi are-
as.?? However, the linguistic meaning of ‘Lahppun’ also implies ‘the
possibility of coming back’ [fig. 4].

The red outline of the drum is a replica of an old Lule Sdmi drum,
as itis represented in Ernst Manker’s ethnologic monography Die Lap-
pische Zaubertrommel, vol. 2.>* The separating horizontal line inside
the oval drum is a significant part of the iconographic programme: in
the upper part of the pictorial field there are images of gods and ho-
ly places. Underneath, and in the middle, the ordinary world is rep-
resented. And at the very bottom, there are varied scaffolds, amongst
other used in rituals of sacrifice. In the centre is the sun symbol, encir-
cled by the four cardinal directions, and in its innermost space a fig-
ure which is suggested by Manker to represent a bird (Manker 1950,
411), and by Mathisen perhaps a bear, a holy animal in Sdmi tradition.
In any case, the human is not in the centre in this worlding.

If Trommens tid can be considered a map, its two layered print (the
drum outline upon the landscape) opens our eyes to a world of con-
nections, between beings of humans and more than humans, and be-
tween the spiritual realm and contemporary realities, bridging the
past and the future worlds, and healing the broken and lost. At least,
that is a hope expressed by the younger artist Sissel M. Bergh “Can
the magic be rediscovered, so that everyone can live with and in our
surroundings?”.**

22 Lee,]. (2023). Unpublished interview with Hans Ragnar Mathisen on his Drum Mo-
tifs, for Troms fylkeskommune (00:10°20").

23 Manker 1950, Abb. 145, Nr. 63, 410-12.
24 Cf. S.M. Bergh, Elmie, short film (2023).
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5 Meahcci, Mapping and Memory Work

To an outsider, vast northern landscapes may seem uninhabited and
uncultivated. A central task in Indigenous cartography is to represent
a world that is inhabited for generations, and to dismantle the mis-
conception of wilderness. Such misconceptions laid the ground open
for cultural colonialism, as well as legitimise today’s ‘green’, environ-
mental colonialism.?* In the Sami lifeworld, the seeming wilderness
is meahcci, as unfolded in the article “Verbing Meahcci: Living Sdmi
Lands”. The Sami scholars describe the plural, meahcit, as places for
practical and productive relations between humans, animals and na-
ture (Joks et al. 2020). Meahcit are taskscapes, to use the anthropolo-
gist Tim Ingold’s term, as the time-and-space specific use of the land
throughout the shifting seasons. This also encompasses the complex-
ity of the Sdmi land use and sharing of resources, which according to
the authors is hard to explain in academic terms and even harder to
represent on a map. Meahcci is to some degree embedded in topog-
raphy, and in wayfinding and task-oriented words and place names,
in which the Sami language is rich. These toponyms provide the ba-
sis for mental and cognitive maps through which the landscapes are
expressed and remembered. However, the place names and their
meaning are in danger of disappearing, even from central Sami are-
as where the Sdmi language is used in everyday life.*

The oral transmission of meahcci, which conveys the knowledge
of connectivity, boundaries, and where to find resources and shel-
ter, so crucial for humans and other beings in Sépmi, is a profound
source in Katharina Pirak Sikku'’s art practice. Pirak Sikku often de-
votes herself to slow wanderings through the landscape and through
the history of her ancestors. She also follows the trails of the rein-
deer herd; when following the reindeer, she follows her ancestors. In
the exhibition Dollet (‘Grasp’, 2006) she drew trails on the walls and
floor corresponding to the migration path. These trails led through
installations of reindeer stomach adipose and shattered glass, remi-
niscent of slaughtering or a place of sacrifice (Jorgensen 2017, 254).

25 ‘Green colonialism’ is used to describe the ongoing colonialism in Sapmi, sim-
ilar to such concepts as ‘energy colonialism’ used elsewhere. See amongst others:
https://www.arcticwwf.org/the-circle/stories/climate-change-and-green-
colonialism—in-the-sapmi/.

26 The reasons for this loss are manifold. One reason Mathisen states in Cartographer
is that people travel faster, and thus do not need the small names on the locations in be-
tween the main destinations. While Sdmi scholars reckon this threat, they also argue
that today’s modern way of living and herding, using snowmobiles and GPS rather than
reindeer and sled, not only imply loss. The new experiences of the land, according to their
findings, are embedded in the old stories, and new places are added to the collective
maps. However, today the mapping process becomes lesser collective and more individ-
ualised. Cartographer (2019), 00:11". See also Nergérd 2006, 127; Cogos et al. 2017, 45-8.
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Figure5 Katarina Pirak Sikku, “Luovva Luokta”. Katarina Pirak Sikku vuorkkds: Birdga ja Klementssone
Jjohtolagat ja mdddariid boazomearkkat / Katarina Pirak Sikku’s Archive: Pirak’s and Klementsson’s hiking trails
and ancestral reindeer marks. 2021. Ink and watercolor on paper, 145 x 193 cm. © Katarina Pirak Sikku

The installation was accompanied by an oral narrative about a small
Sami settlement, Luovva Luokta. As a whole, this highly sensual ex-
hibition can be considered a map that opens a world of connections
between peoples, animals, land, the living and the dead.

In her more recent work created for the exhibition Down North/Con-
temporary Art in the Arctic (opened in 2021), among other artistic out-
comes are two paintings to which Pirak Sikku refers to as maps I[figs
5-6]. The body of work as a whole is titled From Katarina Pirak Sikku’s
archive: Pirak’s and Klementsson’s hiking trails and ancestral reindeer
marks / Katarina Pirak Sikku vuorkkds: Birdga ja Klementssone johto-
lagat ja maddariid boazomearkkat (2021). For a long time, Pirak Sik-
ku has collected stories from people living in the Jahkamahkke dis-
trict in the interior part of Sdpmi and searched the archives for lost
knowledge. For this project, she has incorporated a study of the pat-
terns of her families’ reindeer marks and their hiking trails, thus add-
ing another layer of visual and historical narrative to the geographi-
cal terrain and trails.?” The two maps, each measuring 145 x 193 cm,

27 The work was produced for the first “North Atlantic Triennale: Down North” at
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Figure 6 Katarina Pirak Sikku, “Baksjon”. Katarina Pirak Sikku vuorkkds: Birdga ja Klementssone johtolagat ja
mdddariid boazomearkkat / Katarina Pirak Sikku’s Archive: Pirak’s and Klementsson’s hiking trails
and ancestral reindeer marks. 2021. Ink and watercolor on paper, 145 x 193 cm. © Katarina Pirak Sikku

depict fields of blue paint representing lakes and rivers, with green
spots marking the sites of her ancestors’ self-built houses and sheds.
The map named ‘Luovvaluokta’ refers to the small settlement we know
from her former exhibition. This is where her father grew up. The
place name means ‘bay of supply’, as Pirak Sikku explains in a written
essay about her father, the artist Lars Pirak Sikku (2021, 205-14). The
other map on display provides insight into her mother’s home place
further south in Sdpmi (Pirak Sikku 2024).?* Both maps feature hand-
written text referring to different layers: GPS coordinates, names of
lakes and places, fragments of secret and collectively forgotten sto-
ries, and private memories. Some of the locations that Pirak Sikku has
marked are places she got to know while growing up, while others are
added based on oral descriptions and archival findings.

Pirak Sikku’s maps document traditional knowledge of the en-
vironment, as they locate where to find vital resources like water

Portland Museum of Art, Maine, February-June 2022. In 2023 the exhibition opened at
Bildmuseet, Umed, Sweden.

28 Pirak Sikku, mail correspondence, 14 march 2024.

131

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,117-144



Elin Haugdal
Ddiddakdrta

springs and cloudberry marshlands, the best places for fishing, and
materials for the work of duodji, and to build shelters to rest. Includ-
ed are also landmarks like the offer stone, ‘the haunted house’, and
long-kept secret places, like the hidden burial site on a small islet
with a written inscription on the map, explaining: “for those who did
not want to be buried in Christian soil”. Pirak Sikku underscores the
importance that the geographical locations of significant Sdmi plac-
es were not known. They were kept secret to protect them, because
if discovered, they would most certainly be visited by ethnologists,
who would dig them up and take everything of value to a museum.
However, the better protected, the less the places were mentioned,
and the more the places fell into oblivion.?* Similar concerns about
keeping secrets are also recognised in other research projects on
mapping Indigenous cultural knowledge, which makes us aware that
mapping itself may leave Indigenous knowledge vulnerable (Pearce,
Louis 2008, 110).

While Pirak Sikku searches historical tracks in place and memo-
ry, her visual maps are developed little by little, more like storytell-
ing than pictorial maps. The ink and the fluid watercolour set blots on
a white surface, which are further connected with dashed lines and
text. These maps may be likened to the mental maps’ structure, visu-
alising paths, edges, districts, nodes and landmarks. The body-scaled
size of her maps evokes and involves phenomenological experienc-
es, and invite entering the artist’s landscape of memory. Obvious-
ly, these large-scale maps that are exhibited are not intended to be
the end-product of artistic research, but rather seem to be entranc-
es to the reciprocal process of recalling and mapping. The blank pa-
per surfaces that are not filled out are forgotten places, hidden sto-
ries and potential histories. The maps thus function “as mnemonic
devices, where stories from the past, a memory or shared memories
are remembered”, as Sami poet Niilas Helander writes on Indigenous
maps in his Nomadtekst (Helander 2022, 38).3°

In Katarina Pirak Sikku’s art project, the intricate interplay be-
tween history and land is emphasised, where kinship becomes insep-
arable from geography. Ultimately, the artwork reminds us that the
land is interwoven with the lives and histories of our ancestors. Sto-
ries and knowledge about specific places are deeply embedded within
families and individuals, but are not written down, instead living on as
mental maps, orally through storytelling, or bodily through movement
in the landscape. Pirak Sikku’s research and mapping project thus be-
comes a poignant work to negotiate personal and collective memories.

29 Cf. Sikku’s website: https://www.katarinapiraksikku.com/katarina-pirak-
sikku-vuorkk%C3%Als-bir%C3%Alga—j.
30 Helander refers to and quotes Azoulay 2019 and Tuck, McKenzie 2014.
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6 Kiss from the Border - Decolonial Interventions

In the same spirit as the Sabmi map of 1975 celebrated the Indige-
nous people, free of national borders, regardless of nature interven-
tions and other regulations restricting Sami way of life, the art pro-
ject Rdjacummad from 2017-19 praises the large and rich landscape
of the river, Deatnu/Tana (Holmberg, Laiti, Pieski 2021, 154-9). The
translation of the project’s title to English as ‘Kiss from the Border’
is both inviting and, at the same time, serves as an ironic commen-
tary on the complex relationship between Sémi rights and the nation-
al state regulations between Norway and Finland. This multimedia
project includes a graphic map signed by Outi Pieski with the title
“Ellos Deatnu!”, literally translated as ‘Let the Tana river live!’. In-
terpreted against its historic-political backdrop, this map stands as
a sharp comment to the national states and their power. It reminds
us of the slogan “Ellos Eatnu!” (Let the river live!), which was used
in the most known conflict of land and water in Sdpmi, the Alté/Alta
conflict, which escalated throughout the 1970s, reaching a full con-
troversy in 1981 [fig. 7].*

The current political conflict to which the Rdjdcummd map refers
(and even intervenes) is more recent, but still concerns the ongoing
conflict with governmental regulations and the right to land and wa-
ter. Outlined on Pieski’s graphic map is the jagged coastline of the
northern part of Norway and Sapmi. The main motif is the Deatnu riv-
er, one of the major rivers in the northern Norwegian part of Sdpmi,
rich in salmon and a connector between people. However, the river
has also come to be the border between the two nation states of Nor-
way and Finland.*? On Pieskis map, against a light monochrome back-
ground, Deatnu is rendered as a vital organ, similar to a heart or a

31 The conflict was between the Sdmi people and the environmental protection move-
ment on the one side, and the Norwegian State on the other, which was to conduct a
large-scale hydropower development in the river connecting Alta and Guovdageaidnu.
This consequently would disturb the life of plants and animals and destroy the Indige-
nous people’s vital use of the river and the nearby land.

32 The borders which spilt the Sami people into different national states were creat-
ed in the mid eighteenth century, the addition to the treaty ('Lappekodisillen’ of 1751,
called the Sdmi Magna Carta) was to secure the Indigenous people’s right to move free-
ly across the borders to follow their reindeer herds or for fishing, hunting or gather-
ing. However, as Sami scholar Veli-Pekka Lehtola states: “in the 1800s Sépmi, the Sa-
mi homeland was split into four parts by the national borders [...]. Reindeer nomads
were prohibited from crossing the border; likewise residents on the Finnish side were
denied the right to fish in the Varanger Fjord [...]. The border closing caused upheaval
for Sami culture” (Lehtola 2002, 36). The question of Sami rights to land in the north-
ernmost County of Finnmark was mostly settled through the 2005 Finnmark Act which
transferred state ownership of the county’s land to the inhabitants of Finnmark. His-
toric Sami rights to land and water, however, is still an unresolved issue (Raymond-Ya-
koubian et al. 2020, 303).
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Figure7

Outi Pieski, Jenni Laiti,

Niillas Holmberg, Ellos Deatnu!.
The collective environmental
artwork Rdjacummd / Kiss
from the Border.

2017-19.50 x 45 cm.
Lithography by Outi Pieski

lung with a network of life-giving veins. The organic flood is encircled
by red-coloured text lines, which is a poem written by Niillas Holm-
berg in the Northern Sami language. It starts and ends with “gazaldat
eana, vastadus eana”, which is translated to ‘land is the question, the
answer is land’, and in poetic terms expresses the Indigenous people’s
close and sustainable relation to nature, and how to harvest its re-
sources, and only take what is needed, “valdit dusSe maid darbbasa”.

The map and the poem were part of a more extensive collective art
and activist project, which intervened with the geographical land-
scape around the Deatnu river. Lines from the poem were printed on
signs and put up at the borders of the river, and the sites were marked
asred dots on the map. Also, signs with more forthright political con-
tent were put up, proclaiming: “Moratoria. Decolonized Saami Area.
Colonial laws not applied”.** A moratorium was declared to halt the
new fishing agreement concerning the Deatnu river, which restrict-
ed the local people’s traditional fishing rights and increased pressure
from commercial recreational fishing on the salmon stocks. A ‘mor-
atorium office’ was established in a building on one of the river is-
lands, accompanied by a website, to give information and offer tools
to empower and activate the locals to resist colonial laws, and to build
connections between the Sami across the nations’ borders [figs 8a-c].

Rdjacummd connects art, design, cartography, geography and

33  http://niillas.com/moratorium-office.
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Figures8a-c  OutiPieski, Jenni Laiti, Niillas Holmberg.
The collective environmental artwork Rdjdcummd / Kiss from the Border.
Niillas Holmberg, Jenni Laiti and Outi Pieski. 2017-19. © Outi Pieskis

activism, and thus fits the concept of radical cartography. It is in-
herently political, as its multimodal layers are embedded in the ongo-
ing political, legal and economic processes, and violation of the Sdmi
people’s right to land and water and ways of living. Defined as “the
practice of mapmaking that subverts conventional notions in order to
actively promote social change”, radical cartography is an important
tool for Indigenous peoples.?* In this Sami context, such attempts to
reveal structures of power, to enable democratic processes, and to
promote change, are also practises of decolonialisation (Homberg,
Laiti, Pieski 2021, 156-8). Thus, the Deatnu map itself is of less impor-
tance, subordinated to the overall goals of the Rdjacumma project.
The afterlife of the environmental artwork Rdjacummd / Kiss from
the Border is binary. In the first stage, the ‘Ellos Deatnu!” map was

34 Mogel, Bhagat 2008, 6-7. See also Schranz 2021, 31-2.
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reprinted on a black background with a heading shouting ‘Creating
justice’, and sold as posters and t-shirts in the campaign to support
the Sami river anglers in their fight and trial against the Finnish gov-
ernment which in 2016 swept away their rights to fish the Deatnu riv-
er.** This resonates with traditional Indigenous processual cartog-
raphy that often stretches into the landscape as an extension of the
map, as marks in stones or trees, but in this case extending through
contemporary means such as inscriptions on clothes and on sign-
boards at the riverside, through websites and activism (Pearce, Lou-
is 2008, 110). In the next stage, the map and the photographs of the
poetic signs in the landscape were purchased by the governmental
Public Art Norway as a permanent installation at the Sami upper sec-
ondary school in Karéasjogas.*® Surrounding the school’s busy can-
teen, the artwork’s appreciation of the life-giving river is upheld for
the younger generations.

To the activistic part of Rdjacummd, the musician Sofia Jannok con-
tributed a yoik. She continues the Sadmi tradition of yoiking the land,
the wind and the river. In one of her written pieces, mourning Sép-
mi as a ‘stolen land’, she refers to the Sdmi belief in the spirituality
of nature, as still prominent in her own mother’s world. However, na-
ture is threatened by industry’s interventions, and she finds a deep
fear for the future: “The mountains are sacred. Imagine they start
extracting Goabdda and Réska. That would be like sticking a knife
straight into the heart”, her mother says. “How would a map for this
heart look like?”, Jannok responds (2021; Author’s transl.).

7 Slow Cartography - Healing Land

The knife has pierced the map entitled Luonddu gdrzzideamit (Na-
ture interventions) drawn by Hans Ragnar Mathisen, at the begin-
ning of the 1990s [fig. 9]. This map is the opposite of his well-known
and celebrated Sabmi of 1975. Against the bleak blue outline of Fen-
noscandia, black holes and red fields bring up central issues in a crit-
ical praxis of Indigenous cartography. At the upper left, the indexes
for the nature interventions are listed: cities and industry; hydroe-
lectric plants; mining; military; dams and catchment areas; nucle-
ar power plants; gas and oil drilling fields. The intertwined issues of

35 For the campaign, see https://www.samihumanrights.org/post/thank-you-for-
your-support. The fishery in Deatnu river has been regulated since 1873, however in
ongoing renegotiations and confrontations between the Norwegian and the Finnish
governments and the local population.

36 KORO - Public Art Norway is the Norwegian government’s professional body for

art in public spaces, and the major producer of art in Norway, cf. https://koro.no/
english/about-public-art-norway/.

136

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,117-144


https://www.samihumanrights.org/post/thank-you-for-your-support 
https://www.samihumanrights.org/post/thank-you-for-your-support 
https://koro.no/english/about-public-art-norway/
https://koro.no/english/about-public-art-norway/

Elin Haugdal
Ddiddakdrta

Luonddu gérezideamit
B gévpogatjs industria t
8 tancefapmonistipgst >
» ruedoaimnz ; 3
» pilifesra o LB "
8 bustopvri ? 277 Cp { 4% il

) / 5 >

£ arevigudat e \ e v 4
 vaimmosfapmorustipqet & ) ¥ N " / (2700
+ ghssabonkasot g 5 > \

= olpbonkaset el \ % K e -

]' ; SR, § ¢ .
I \ b
| W\ o 1
{ | Ly
i, \
i - |
s ’\. {
N |
h LYy ® Y &
e e »
Jae _r( o .

: 4
i N = R ‘

S AEETIEI - =2 R . S Mlaabellypicbeat )

Figure9 HansRagnar Mathisen, Luonddo gdrzzideapmit (Natur interventions). 1991.
Handdrawn reproduction on tracing paper, 2016, 31 X 36 cm. © RiddoDuottarMuseat, SD 1036

coloniality and environmental destruction are of no less relevance
today, as the colonising new waves flow over Indigenous land all over
the world. Green colonisation, military control and the commercial
mining industry occupy Indigenous land, extract the rivers, wetlands,
forests and mountains, and build borders that hinder the movement
and migration of fish, birds, mammals, and people.

For several years, the artist Sissel Mutale Bergh has followed such
processes of nature restrictions in the Southern Sami region, of which
the construction of the controversial industrial wind power plants on
the Fovsen mountain plateau is the largest, and actually the largest
in Northern Europe. In 2021, the power plant was judged by the Nor-
wegian Supreme Court to be in conflict with the Sami reindeer herd-
ers’ use of the land and their fundamental human rights.*” Bergh’s
response to this urgent situation is addressed in recently published
short films, amongst them Elmie (2023), “a documentary poem about
air, breath, wind, birds and mountains - and wind power”.

37 Cf. Norwegian Supreme Court, “The Fosen judgement”, HR-2021-1975-S.
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Despite the political urgency, Bergh has also devoted herself to
a slow mapping of the region. One of her driving forces is to ques-
tion the Norwegian history writings and mappings. For her exhibi-
tion Dalvedh at the art museum in Traante / Trondheim in 2014 she
organised series of public lectures and workshops aiming to reveal
and gather hidden and forgotten knowledge. The Southern Sami word
dalvedh means the “re-emergence of that which have been long gone”
(Jergensen 2017, 262).

For a long time, Bergh has searched for Sdmi traces and presence
in the counties of Trondelag and Mgre, a region which for most peo-
ple is recognised as Norwegian rather than Southern Sami. Her art
project thus responds to the long story of erasure and ignorance of
the Sdmi’s existence in this area. One of her comprehensive projects,
started in 2009 and still ongoing, is the etymological and historical
mapping project Ajmoejimh agjtoejimh, in Southern Sami, which may
be translated to ‘washed out’, ‘faded’ or ‘erased’. Here, Bergh inves-
tigates the connections between landscape and language, and how
old and local place names can be a key to uncover the past. In her
work, history and land is seen as archived within language. Thus, it
is through the knowledge we have of language that we can unravel
the past and reconnect to our environment.

As part of this mapping project, Bergh is working on the monumen-
tal map Noerte Miere Fuelhkie (Northern Mgre County 2018-), meas-
uring 5,6 x 5,3 m [figs 10a-b]. She is adding old local place names to
the sites and landscape, which convey rich knowledge of the topog-
raphy as well as the land use. When exhibited, the public is invited
to bring their knowledge and stories, to give historical depth to the
names and landscape, and to fill out the blank spots on the map (Fur-
seth 2020, 5-10). Bergh invites to take part in the deep and slow map-
ping as a work of memory, and as a work of reconciliation.

Due to the size of the map, the artist needs to be involved bodily
when writing place names and drawing informative signs on the pa-
per. Her cartographic practice can be characterised as deep mapping
in the sense of adding archaeological and historical layers to the top-
ographical map; and slow mapping, owing to the long research pro-
cess, the public involvement in naming and tracing, and the large-
scale, hand-drawn materialization of topography and history. These
are methods which to some degree evoke ‘incorporative’ and perform-
ative aspects of Indigenous mapping and knowing, and which resist
the ‘inscribed’, Western cartographic form (Rundstrom 1998; Cogos et
al. 2017, 49-50). Some of Bergh’s performative and participatory map
works even appear as a kind of healing process, where the wounds
of the land and the loss of history are in the slow making of being re-
paired. This practice resonates with other Indigenous cartographers,
who see map making as a healing process (Lucchesi 2018, 24).
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Figures 10a-b Sissel M. Bergh, Noerte Miere Fuelhkie. 2018-ongoing. Map of Coastal Mare, Norway,
with old and local placenames. BIC-pen, ink, coloured pencil, collage on paper, 565 x 530 cm.
© Amalie Marie Selvik / Trendelag Centre for Contemporary Art, 2020

Bergh brings her maps into the realm of fabulation. Through etymo-
logical studies and parallel art projects like the Hovren Gaetie, she
delves into possible and speculative connections between the past
and the present, between humans and animals, between land and
the cosmological dimension (Hemkendreis 2023). She investigates
how to relate to and understand the physical and invisible world(s),
questioning how we can reconnect to the land, the memory, the pow-
er and the magic.
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8 Guided by Ddiddakdrta

In this article I have examined a limited number of art maps from
the period 1975 to the present day, all of which depict Sdpmi from
a global perspective and from various local contexts. Through a di-
verse range of artistic processes and media, utilizing various car-
tographic methods, strategies, and objectives, these art maps offer
an enhanced comprehension of Indigenous mapping practices. They
illuminate knowledge and relationships that are in danger of fad-
ing away. As artworks, these maps also beckon interpretation as re-
sponses to broader global issues, while remaining firmly grounded
in local contexts.

The article demonstrates how the art map, ddiddakdrta, activate
Western cartographic practices used in the modern world’s discov-
ery and colonisation of ‘the other’, although changing the perspective
and the power to name and claim their own land. Such counter-map-
ping has long been used as Indigenous resistance to colonial forces,
but also to celebrate cultural differences. Furthermore, artists have
employed maps as radical, experimental and instrumental tools to ef-
fect political changes, both locally and globally - in particular in op-
position to governmental and global capitalism’s extraction of natu-
ral resources that threatens livelihoods and the environment. The
art maps contribute to exposing power mechanisms that are gener-
ally invisible or oppressed.

However, the urgent decolonial and political context, the article
discusses how these types of political and decolonial counter-map-
pings have little to do with the Sami’s ability and traditional form
of orientation in the landscape, with their knowledge about places,
how to find resources and ways to survive, and their relationships
with animals and other living beings. This Indigenous mapping of the
inhabited and utilised landscape may be summarised as horizontal
maps. They are transferred orally and in place names, through bod-
ily movement, and duodji practices. The article also shows how con-
temporary Sami artists are concerned with what we may conceptu-
alise as vertical maps. This is the mapping of a landscape that also
belongs to ancestors, that connects the underground people and the
mythological star constellations, and further opens to new spiritual
possibilities. These horizontal and vertical relations set up the phe-
nomenological space which I enter through the concept of ‘worlding’.

All of these art maps are processual and continually evolving, as
new place names, stories and memories, archaeological and archi-
val material, are added - thus giving new depths to the knowledge
of the landscape. They are obviously time-consuming to create, as
thousands of names and varied topographies express their richness.
On the other hand, the slow mapping also acknowledges the process-
es that coming to terms with a painful past demand.
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As material and visual object, ddiddakdrta is characterised by mul-
timodality. The use of visual and linguistic signs is abounding, and
some maps recall a wider sensory apparatus of rhythms and sounds,
and socio-spatial experiences. Furthermore, the art maps are spa-
tial installations, whether they are mass-produced map posters in
everyone’s homes, canvases that fill gallery spaces, or installations
that extend into natural, political, juridical, and digital landscapes.

The article’s compilation of various art maps becomes a collective
and polyphonic mapping, adding a layer to Indigenous cartography.
Some of the art maps oscillate between map and image, which is par-
tially liberating from their referential role, and opens towards a more
imaginative or even speculative power of art maps. In this article, I
argue that art has the potential to reembed Indigenous knowledge.
Artistic practices enable the consideration of Indigenous territori-
al dimensions - such as the social, the sacred, and the spiritual - as
well as deep ecological aspects, and the interconnectedness with
land and other beings and entities. This is not just an internal mat-
ter for the Sami population and Sapmi itself, but aims to adjust and
guide the course for individuals, and for a society and a planet that
are getting lost.
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1 Introduction: Cartographic and Geographic Ontology

The history of cartography started in a period when maps were con-
sidered representations of positive knowledge, images of the calcula-
ble geographic space. In the 1990s the accepted view held by ‘inter-
nalist’ historians of cartography was challenged by the socio-cultural
criticism represented by Brian Harley and his many followers. The
new approach, deconstruction questioned the very ontological as-
sumptions of cartography, and various researchers demonstrated the
fundamental problems with true, scientific and neutral representa-
tion (Harley 1989). The theoretical basis for new methodologies came
outside of the traditional, disciplinary scope of cartography (Eckert
1921): from critical, social and political theories. In the early twen-
ty-first century the epistemological crisis of traditional cartography
as a discipline is apparent for both internalists and ‘outsiders’ if in-
terested in cartographic theory. At the same time, with the enormous
pace of technological developments in the social use of spatial infor-
mation, a new theory on ‘mapping’, instead of cartography, is more
relevant than ever. If the substantial problem is in epistemology re-
search must reach what is beyond it. In contrast to the explanation
given by the positivist theory of passive cartographic representa-
tion, we can consider mapping as an active process to break out of
the cage. Mapping as a process calls for the attention of the situat-
ed use and users in the world and focuses on the ‘ontologically inse-
cure’ meaning of maps (Kitchin, Dodge 2007), created as perform-
ative presentations under highly different sociocultural conditions.

While these new approaches offer new vistas for understanding
maps as ideological and political discourses, professional and aca-
demic cartography and GIS practice are interested in more pragmat-
ic guidelines, the ways that make maps work in common practice.
Maps can work because of their existence, either drawn or printed
on paper or displayed on the screen of the mobile phone. However,
maps as things in the external world become maps once humans use
them. Without their users, they are just physical objects - or words,
gestures and movements with different meanings. When they are
used they work together with the minds of users, who also have bod-
ies surrounded by a physical environment, including the map itself.
These are highly complex processes, but we do not need maps when
our mental capacities are sufficient. At some point in the long histo-
ry of human evolution, millennia earlier, we innovated external tools
to help us solve problems with high complexity. The powerful tool we
use to solve complex spatial problems is what we call a ‘map’. Maps
are powerful as they exist, and the characteristic patterns of their
use are what we can call mapping modes.

I could talk about ontology to Brian Harley in 1990 when he in-
vited me to Milwaukee to do historical research in the American
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Geographical Society’s Library. This personal remark is included
here to propose that, although fascinated with revealing cartograph-
ic ideology and masked meaning at that time, Harely was interested
in ontology and could see its prospect. Ontology in its strict sense is
about ‘being’, the world in itself, as if we could see it from outside.
This is not what we can learn from the experience of the ‘beings’ in
the world. Elden (2001), who compared the philosophical ontologies
of Heidegger and Foucault to show their affinity, stressed the dis-
tinction, between “ontologic” and “ontic” knowledge. This approach
was followed in critical cartography, where Crampton emphasized
the difference regarding the conflicting views resulting in “carto-
graphic anxiety” and also emphasized the political role of technol-
ogy in mapping and GIS (Crampton 2010). In this paper, that ontic
knowledge, the knowledge about the properties of entities, howev-
er, is also considered part of social ontology. Geographic ontology
is about the existence of entities in geographic space, while carto-
graphic ontology is about the graphic entities, signs, lines and are-
as, existing in the mapping space. The common understanding that
a map is ‘an image or representation of a part of the earth’s surface
as it is seen from above’ offers a false explanation of the real nature
of mapping. The oversimplified and misleading concept of ‘represen-
tation’ becomes apparent once we put European cartography into an
extremely different context.

The aim of this study, when presenting historical examples of
Italian topographic mapping of the Lybian Desert in the 1930s, is
to explore actual mapping processes and make apparent some re-
lations between different mapping modes. To make some of these,
highly diverse and sophisticated, technical or socio-cultural pro-
cesses comprehendible for scholarly readership first the broader
social and cultural-technical contexts are introduced. We empha-
size the interrelated histories of geographical exploration and map-
ping, but this paper is limited to some observations regarding the
colonial cartography specified above. The conceptual problems of
colonial cartography are noted by the authors in the recent volume
edited by Lobo-Guerrero et. al (2021), which is organized around
the connectivity problem of European colonial mapping practices.
This paper, although offers a similar narrative, is more limited to
technical questions and takes an ontological approach. Although to
demonstrate mapping ontology at work, we are interested in a par-
ticular colonial mapping practised under extreme natural and so-
cio-historical conditions, with the diverse interrelations of individu-
als and institutions (colonial cartographers and mapping agencies),
who were all involved in the mapping of the desert. These contex-
tual frameworks are sketched below to enable us to study the his-
torical interrelation and processes between geographic and carto-
graphic ontologies.
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Researchers rarely explore this field, especially not in its histori-
cal context, although connecting domains and ontologies is substan-
tial for the understanding of mapping processes. A map, a thing in
the world, functions as a map in the interactions with humans and
environments. Map makers, readers, but also sellers, librarians, the
collectors use maps in different ways in various emergent situations.
The topic of our paper, however, is not to present any general theory
on mapping processes, but the scope of our investigation is limited
to some aspects of the field that may be called ‘application ontology’.
In our historical case study, we try to reveal some of the mental, cog-
nitive or physical, graphic relations between entities of two domain
ontologies: geography and ‘cartography’. Using these relations we
try to interpret a historical mapping task, the re-presentation of the
Kufra desert region by a colonial mapping institute on Italian topo-
graphic maps in the 1930s.

The substantial problem of cartographic representation theory is
demonstrated by the ‘empty’ spaces on maps: large patches of the
topographic sheets with graphic elements with no locational mean-
ing. Blank spaces on modern maps can be problematic for differ-
ent reasons. Franco Farinelli, for example, proposed that the empty
space created by cartography was a condition of global capitalism
(Farinelli 2009). The examples demonstrating the paradox of carto-
graphic reason, e.g. Bellman’s blank map in Lewis Carroll’s satire,
are often cited but rarely scrutinized as indicators of ontological
questions (Torok 2017).

The issue is illustrated here in more detail by historical examples:
Italian colonial and military cartographers transformed expedition
route maps into territorial cartography to create content for the oth-
erwise blank topographic map sheets. This compilation work contra-
dicted the topographic paradigm. The result was not a more accu-
rate and detailed map of the desert - how one would expect from the
cartographic context, masking the procedure. Although the notion
of ‘desert’ means an abandoned place, left by humans with no wa-
ter, vegetation or animal life, it is certainly not nothing’. A related,
but contrasting concept is the word ‘oasis’, an occasional fertile spot
with a spring and a dwelling space for humans, is an indicator of spo-
radic human presence in the wasteland. We argue that the main rea-
son for the ‘emptiness’ of maps was not caused by a lack of survey
and data or information collected. The printed, official topographic
maps of Libia were created with empty spaces for ontological reasons.
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2 Expanding Borders: “Libia Italiana”

Why Italian military cartographers surveyed and mapped the West-
ern part of a huge region, historically called the Libyan Desert - and
why mainly British cartographers did the same job on the Eastern
half of it is a question we should answer first. And what makes these
cartographic processes, at first sight, a common, early twentieth-cen-
tury topographic survey and mapping significant for our ontologi-
cal investigations? The short answer is that both the social-histori-
cal and geographic contexts make our historical overview especially
suitable to study the relations between geographic and cartograph-
ic entities in mapping operations, both perceptual and cognitive and
technical, and try to explain the real nature of modern ‘cartography’.

As to the social-historical environment, our spatio-temporal con-
text, the answer can be found in modern colonialism, a product of im-
perialism, in our case in the history of modern Italy. Unified Italy, as
a relatively late-created state, a European middle power arrived too
late on the scene to seize overseas territories, while European mari-
time powers could build extensive colonial empires at a global scale.
By the late nineteenth century, at the infamous 1884 Berlin confer-
ence, 'the scramble for Africa’ was turned into geopolitical negotia-
tions and international treaties to divide the ‘Black continent’ among
the participants. After occupying Eritrea in East Africa and express-
ing interest in the much closer and more important North African re-
gion, Italy had a second chance in 1911, when Italian troops landed
and invaded the major ports of Tripolitania and Cirenaica. In the fol-
lowing year control of former Ottoman-Turkish territories was tak-
en over by colonizing Italy.

At the beginning the occupied territory, the province called lat-
er “Italian Lybia”, was a few harbour cities and a rather narrow, but
fertile coastal strip along the Mediterranean Sea. The territory grad-
ually expanded after Britain and France ceded further continental
regions. Italian colonial administration could not rule the vast, south-
ern desert region, because of fierce resistance organized and led by
the Muslim religious order, the Senussia. This fundamentalist and
purist religious order retreated to the remote Kufra oasis and kept
its power in the deep desert, which remained closed to Europeans
until the 1920s. The hostile Senussia remained the centre of Liby-
an resistance and presented a permanent threat to the colonial ad-
ministration. In 1931 the Italian colonial army occupied Kufra and
gained full control of the southern region.
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3 Modern Cartography: A Myth of Accurate
Representation

Modern ‘cartography’ was born in the European Enlightenment as a par-
adigm of a rational and positive empirical system of creating immense
archives of knowledge. The extensive territorial survey of France, a cen-
tralized, absolutist monarchy started in the late seventeenth century.
Based on astronomical measurements by Cassini and Picard first, the
coastlines of France were calculated and determined in a global, geo-
graphic framework. To survey the territory with high precision and de-
tail the entire country was covered by a geometric network of trian-
gles. The triangulated points served as bases for local topographical
surveys, including observation and measurements by the military and
civilian engineers in the field. The whole procedure of the paradigmat-
ic Cassini survey took more than eighty years. This enterprise was the
model for similar, topographic mapping projects. The Napoleonic survey
started with the mapping of Egypt (1798-1801) and is a demonstrative
example of European ‘cartographic’ ideals of the Enlightenment. Mod-
ern ‘cartography’, with the normative concept of ‘the map’, and all the
false preconceptions about the nature of mapping reflect this period.

According to Edney’s recent book (2019) challenging and refuting
the conceptual basis of modern cartography from a historical point
of view, what we call ‘cartography’ is a tempting myth about precise
measurements and detailed and accurate maps covering the entire
planet Earth and the world beyond. Map making is a huge progress
of knowledge and a great success as a human endeavour. However,
mapping was never a singular or monolithic enterprise. Realizing
the ideal of ‘the map’, a spatial inventory in a geometric framework,
would result in the duplication of the world. The ontological paradox,
the contradiction between the 1:1 scale map and true cartographic
representation was recognized by Carroll (1893), who playfully sug-
gested an absurd solution: the country as its own map.

This investigation is in line with Edney’s theoretical approach, but
- instead of challenging that ideal of cartography - we simply look at
its working mechanism under specific conditions. For this gentle ap-
proach, we use the word ‘cartography’ in our temporal context as a
relevant concept, characterising what was thought about the nature
of mapping at that time. The word is a neologism created in the 1820s
and became popularized by academic cartography which was born
as a discipline only in the early twentieth century (Eckert 1921). This
formation period of the cognitive and social structure of the field in
the 1920-30s makes the study of contemporary mapping practice rel-
evant. As we would like to demonstrate, the ideal did not work in the
way the idealists believed. The logical-epistemological construction
of the comprehensive and accurate spatial archive, ‘the map’ of the
world, was not on the agenda of the colonial cartographers.

150

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,145-172



Zsolt Torok
Mapping a Blank Spot and Making Empty Spaces

4 Geographic and Cartographic Ontology

Maps are one of the oldest and most effective tools for storing
and displaying geographical information in both cartography and
geoinformatics. However, the historical and social determinants of
the ontology of cartographic objects have only come to the fore with
the paradigm shift of the last decades, mainly in the context of the
creation of a more rigorously constructed map model, as required
by digital technology. The notion of ontology is not unknown in GIS
science or the field of geo-informatics, where it is understood as a
set of predefined concepts and entities that form models, represent-
ing some features and relations of the real world in a spatial frame-
work. In this approach, an ontology can be a specification written
in a formal language. The primary purpose of this domain ontology
is to give meaning to concepts, i.e. to describe the semantics nec-
essary to transfer and share knowledge contents, or to create new
knowledge from different data contents. All these functions are rel-
evant for any geo-informatics applications, this is why the research
and development of geo-ontologies intensified in the field of GIS sci-
ence in the 1990s.

Compared to this notion of domain ontology, widespread in mod-
ern information technology, the term is also used in metaphysics, in
philosophy in a different sense. Here ontology means a theory of be-
ing (‘of what is’), and it is a general theory that deals with the funda-
mental questions of existence (‘being as such’).

In the domain of geographical science, the term geographic on-
tology describes not only the geographic space itself but also its en-
tities, since geographic entities are in most cases also the bases for
further conceptual categorization. This is the approach of the ‘exter-
nal’ view, where space is the container, a geometric framework that
contains the geographic objects. In the contrasting ‘internal’ view
of geographic space is constructed by spatio-temporal geographic
entities. From the perspective of evolutionary psychology, Coucleis
(1986) suggested a structural approach to describe different spac-
es in human experience from perceptual to the abstract concept of
Euclidean space.

Geographical objects are non-manipulable, large-scale entities in
geographic space, which require the study of topological and part-
whole relationships (mereology) to describe them (Smith, Mark 1998).
Objects in geographical ontology are highly culture-dependent, i.e.
their symbolic description is highly variable in different regions of
the world. A particularly demonstrative problem is the question of
the cartographic representation of geographical objects in a huge,
non-European territory such as the emptiness called the Libyan De-
sert. As late as the 1920s, in the absence of reliable knowledge of the
interior, only hypothetical maps and vague geographical concepts
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existed. The concept of a ‘boundary’, for example, is highly abstract:
in topological terms, it is a geometric line with no width. On maps
line symbols are drawn to mark different boundaries (Smith 1995).
In geographical reality, however, the appearance of a border can be
very varied: the concept of the former ‘iron curtain’ in East-Central
Europe, and the similar constructions in many other parts of the
world, illustrate the complexity of an asymmetric relation realized
in defence structures. Disputed international borders are also exam-
ples of disambiguates and controversies regarding the interpretation
of the concept, and in particular its spatial location.

5 International Borders in the Sand

From a cartographic point of view, international borders are highly
important for any territorial mapping projects. Boundary lines, and
linear ‘symbols’ are the highest-order political demarcation lines that
define the actual territory, and the systematic topographical survey
and mapping expand to the entire region inside the borders. Topo-
graphic mapping results in a series of medium-scale map sheets, cov-
ering the territory. However, borders may not follow the map’s neat
lines, so the sheets cover a part of the neighbouring territory as well.
Mapmakers usually do not leave the parts of the topographic maps
beyond the international borders empty, but they fill it with informa-
tion about the territory of another, not rarely rival power. These car-
tographic conditions can create a zone along the international bound-
aries, which are mapped from two different perspectives. It would
be instructive to compare such maps and examine these counter-
mappings, but in this paper, we study the view from the Italian side.

Egypt was occupied by the British colonial army in 1882 and be-
came a British protectorate in 1914 and a nominally independent
state in 1922. The neighbouring Libya was occupied by Italy from
1911. The border treaty between Egypt, under the British protec-
torate, and Italy was concluded in 1925. The international border,
starting from the Mediterranean, south of Sollum, was surveyed and
delimited in 1926-27 in two periods. In addition to the dozens of as-
tronomical points, the points of the Egyptian triangulation network
were also used at the coast (Governo della Cirenaica 1927). The re-
port of the border demarcation committee included a map represen-
ting 178 numbered border markers, and the copy examined (no. 25)
was signed by all the surveyors (Commissione 1927).

The border demarcation resulted in actual boundary markers, and
iron poles, which made the boundary line visible in the field. Once
these were erected, the boundary had physical markers, while it still
existed as a ‘fiat’ boundary in the treaty. The boundary markers and
also the other landforms identified during the survey (e.g. “Williams
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Pass”) and the triangulation points became important landmarks
in the desert. These man-made landmarks were also marked on de-
tailed topographic maps. However, the objects did not mark the ex-
act boundaries. Further away from the coast, in the desert area near
Williams Pass, a six-hundred-metre baseline was measured and then
graphically triangulated to latitude 29°15" N. Both parties used a
measuring table and a telescopic ruler for the topographic survey at
a scale of 1:100,000. During the work, temporary boundary markers
were placed according to terrain conditions and visibility require-
ments, up to 150 m from the theoretical boundary, the meridian line.

6 Desert: Object or Field

The process of topographical map-making of the south-eastern part
of Italian Libia, the region around the Kufra oasis group is described
below, and the historic cartographic material, demonstrating the pro-
cess is examined below. The case study, we hope, would reveal the
cartographic creation of an international boundary line between Li-
bia, an Italian colony, and Egypt under British protectorate. At the
same time, this significant element on the maps challenges the com-
mon belief that maps represent objects in the physical world.

If we explore the issue of borders fundamental problems of ge-
ographical ontology become apparent. International borders - and
other political or administrative borders - are abstract or physical
entities, just one set of concepts which may not be visible or meas-
urable in the field. The mapmaker’s problem is how to describe the
terrain itself with graphic marks on the map so that they correspond
to the characteristic features of the landscape. These features are
usually emerging entities, visible from a large distance, so are easi-
ly identifiable and serve human navigation as landmarks. Neverthe-
less, although these vertically ‘positive’ landmark objects, e.g. hills
or mountains, are identified as places with a geographical name, they
become rather fluid at a closer look, once we try to define or delim-
it their spatial extent.

What is a hill for the surveyor can be a mountain for local people,
as the famous movie (The Englishman Who Went Up a Hill But Came
Down a Mountain, 1995) demonstrated. But the real problem is not
just categorization here, which could be solved by some qualitative
method, e.g. establishing a height limit for mountains. The real prob-
lem in geography is to tell what the hill as an object and as a field is,
that is to be able to tell what part of the physical environment be-
longs to the category of the concept. What seemed to have been an
object, when looked more closely, is a field...
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7 Navigating the Seas of Sand

7.1 The Perception and Cognition of the ‘Nothing’

In the absence of any official definition, it is useful to consider the
dividing line in the west as the belt of high ground Fezzan-Tibes-
ti-Ennedi and to limit the term Sahara to the French territory in
the west. According to this description, then, the Libyan Desert
covers one huge unbroken tract of true desert stretching from the
foot of the high ground in the west to the River Nile in the east,
a distance varying from 1100 miles in the north to 600 miles in
the south. The southern boundary may be taken as the northern
limit of annual summer rainfall, about lat. 18° N., so that the de-
sert extends for about 1000 miles from north to south. (Bagnold
1933, 103)

The Libyan Desert covers the Eastern part of the Sahara in North
Africa. This is a hyper-arid region in the world, which excludes the
possibility of permanent water flows, occasional rains occur and can
result in a short-lived water world with abundant vegetation and an-
imal life. But these are exceptional cases because human life in the
vast region is present in the oases where water is available. These
are green spots in the huge inhabited desert.

In the Libyan Desert vast areas are sand sheets or covered by
endless chains of dunes (Kadar 1934). The most remarkable region
is the Great Sand Sea, which is filled with parallel chains of whale-
back dunes, sometimes more than 100 meters high. This formidable
landscape is not an impenetrable obstacle for the European travel-
ler: the 1873-74 Rohlfs expedition crossed the region first to reach
the oasis Siwa in Egypt (Rohlfs 1875). For the light automobiles in
the 1920s and experienced drivers hose huge dunes caused little
practical problem.

All those humans, natives and European explorers alike, who
would travel in the desert reported their subjective feelings about
the difficulties of navigation in the wasteland. The major problem
is not only limited visibility but the limited chance to see anything
characteristic of the environment. Although the morphology of de-
sert areas may be quite rugged, as is the case with the rock surfac-
es, rock and gravel-covered terrain are difficult to find the way with-
out some distant landmark. The problem of desert navigation was the
landscape itself, which is unanimously mentioned as dull and monot-
onous by both natives and Europeans. In this geographical environ-
ment, human senses, especially vision were of very little use, but the
lack of features and the identification of characteristic objects result-
ed in problems. Of course, native tribes had more articulated desert
ontologies from European, which is reflected in their language. But
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Figure1l ‘Regenfeld’:the turning point of Rohlfs’ 1873-74 expedition in the Libyan Desert.
Detail of the expedition’s route map by Jordan in Rohlfs 1875

actual navigation in the deep desert remained dangerous for most
of them. After the Italian occupation of Kufra (1931), for example,
groups of Senussi refugees who wanted to reach Dachla in Egypt
were lost in the desert. Women and children died before some were
found by Clayton’s expedition and many was saved by a rescue team
from Dakhla (Almasy 1935).

According to Siegel and White (1975), large-scale human spatial
cognition is a developing system, including spatial knowledge of dif-
ferent levels. They proposed to classify knowledge into the catego-
ries of landmark, route and survey knowledge. The first level includes
the knowledge of landmarks, the location and characteristics of ob-
jectsin the environment. The specific problem of the desert environ-
ment is the scarcity of landmarks to be observed and memorized for
the navigator. The perceptually poor space, where the identification
of individual places is difficult, causes a cognitive disadvantage. At
a semantic level, this is apparent from the geographic names like
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“Great Sand Sea”, which is a metaphorical proposition. It suggests
that the chains of dunes are similar to waves on the surface of an
ocean. Their number is infinite and they are moving and changing,
just like drifting sand at different scales from ripples to vast dunes.
While it is difficult to identify objects, the desert may be considered
a field entity. In this case, the problem we encounter is to find its nat-
ural borders in the physical world.

Land and water are qualitatively very different geographic fea-
tures in the field, but defining fluid objects is a challenge in physi-
cal ontology. Deserts may also considered fluid, so their geographic
ontology is similar to the water-covered surfaces. The cartography
of these categories, from ponds to oceans, is very peculiar because
these cases may violate the rule that general maps represent objects
on the solid surface of the earth in the plane. The sand desert and
the sea are considered similar, so it is not surprising that in many
respects desert cartography is similar to charting the seas. How the
sea chart does not depict water a desert map does not show the ac-
tual grains of sand. Anyhow, the desert is something hard to map.

The cartographeris interested in well-defined, large-size and per-
manent objects. On European maps of the region, one can not find
the common water flows, indicators of fluvial erosion, or the major
power of landscape morphology at medium latitudes. On the other
hand, dry riverbeds, and wadis, especially on the elevated surface
are marked as they serve as landmarks for orientation. The ontolog-
ical problem in cartography is the graphic representation of a river
without water. The spatial extension of these linear objects depends
on their state, they are narrow valleys in the mountains but after
heavy rainfalls, they stretch deep into the desert. This is a problem,
which is very similar to the more general issues of the ontology of
fluid objects (Hayes 1985).

7.2 Naive Geography of Experts

The European explorers and surveyors worked in unfamiliar envi-
ronments with special geographic conditions. Although they were
all trained in geography and other disciplines, academic scientific
knowledge was unsuitable for mapping projects in the desert. This
is why contributors to European, colonial mapping enterprises, who
were certainly experts in their fields in their own geographic and
cultural environment, became novice observers. The conceptual sys-
tem they possessed included only a few concepts that they could ap-
ply in their practice.

Naive geography is the field of common sense, intrinsic geogra-
phy: what people think of geography in their environment. In differ-
ent parts of the world, people think highly differently about their
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surrounding landscape, a key concept in this approach suggested by
Egenhofer and Mark (1995). We mention the peculiarities of desert
landscape below, but here we mention an element, which is highly
relevant for our study. This is what the authors call “Maps are more
real than experience” and they explain that the key issue here is the
higher geometric precision of maps over the mental calculations.
This is certainly the effect of the cartographic ideal (Edney 2019),
and this is why the study of the maps of the region is important for
ontological investigation. It is a well-known phenomenon, that once
something appears on the map it has its existence, regardless of its
actual ontological status. There are many examples from map histo-
ry, from mythical lands to never-existing islands. Below we mention
a desert myth; the ancient tale of the lost oasis, Zerzura, whose lo-
cation and existence are still contested.

Words for native languages, mostly Arabic, were used as more ex-
pressive than European concepts. When looking at the explorer’s maps
below we can frequently find words like wadi or djebel instead of val-
ley or mountain. On the Italian topographic maps, we can find hybrid
geographical names like “Piccolo Gebél” at the end of the dune chain
north of Uweinat. However, the full meaning of those words was never
considered as that small hill and the almost 2000 meter-high Uweinat
massive were both called “Gebel” on the same map sheet...

Regarding the temporal characteristics of geographic objects or
fields, they are relatively stable. More precisely, for the human ob-
servers they appear as very large, long-term structural elements of
the configuration of geographic space. The relatively permanent ex-
istence and spatial stability, however, illuminates another issue, the
temporal aspect of geographic ontology. In recent years this ques-
tion became practically important to develop a new GIS technology,
where modelling spatio-temporal information is a key element. Tradi-
tional cartography produced printed maps, interpreted as snapshots,
temporal sections demonstrating the co-existence of objects. This ap-
proach corresponded to the ideal of modern cartography, although
everybody knew that any survey or data collection took time. In other
words, spatial data is always temporally heterogeneous. If one con-
siders the extensive surveys of larger countries it is clear that map
objects on the same sheet may be separated by decades.

8 Early Explorers of the Libyan Desert

The geographical exploration history of the Libyan Desert by Europe-
ans goes back to the eighteenth century, but due to the climate and
terrain conditions and the unfavourable socio-political situation was
completed only in the twentieth century (Negro 1991; Vivian 2000).
The most important cartographic premises were undoubtedly the
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Napoleonic survey and modern mapping of Egypt. This work was car-
ried out under the supervision of the French geographer, Pierre Jacotin
in 1798-1801 (Godlewska 1988). However, the Napoleonic survey fo-
cused on the Nile Valley and did not include the majority of desert ar-
eas. To depict some of the desert areas, the French engineers used
earlier sources, especially the map enclosed in the travelogue of the
Englishman George Browne or the one by German Friedrich Horneman.

8.1 Gerhard Rohlfs’ Route (1873-74)

The 1873-74 expedition led by the German Gerhard Rohlfs was the
first experiment to explore the interior of the desert. Beginning the
journey from Dachla Oasis in Egypt Rohlf’s plan was to reach Kufra
in Libya. At some point on the way towards the target in the south-
west, he suddenly headed northwest and marched to Siwa in Egypt.
His large caravan was the first to cross the unexplored Great Sand
Sea, but the project was not accomplished until 1879 when Rohlfs
reached the Libyan oasis from Tripoli.

The route of the expedition was depicted on the map construct-
ed based on astronomical determination of positions by Wilhelm Jor-
dan (Jordan 1875). The map of the Rohlfs expedition became a mod-
el for all later explorers working in the region, and it was also used
as a source by many atlas publishers. The scale of the map enclosed
in the book published by Rohlfs (1875) was 1:1,300,000 and it rep-
resented the main route of the expedition, the separate routes of its
members, as well as the routes of some earlier explorers. The title
emphasized measurements and field observations by Jordan, a lead-
ing expert in contemporary geodesy.

This was a route map, so it included information along the naviga-
tional traverses and the sections of the journey. Visual observation
and measurement were limited to a narrow strip of field along the
route. As with all similar route maps, it was a graphic description of
the journeys and belonged to the body of texts doing the same with
words. The dates on the routes are evidence that the intentional func-
tion of Rohlfs’ map, a “cartographic text”, was storytelling. Expedi-
tion route maps were diachronic, cinematic views - not snapshots,
providing a simultaneous and comprehensive spatial view according
to the cartographic ideal. On the other hand, once temporal points
and events were put into the graphic space and connected to the sto-
ryline, the route, became visible and represented continuity, show-
ing the route from the beginning to the end. As a new entity created
this way, the expedition route was considered a cartographic ‘object’.
With these preliminary insights in mind now we look at the map itself.

Although it was a map, it is remarkable that the majority of the
content along the route is not graphic, but textual notes. These labels
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are the expedition’s history (e.g. Zittel’s westlichster Punkt), descrip-
tions of the surface geology (e.g. Nubisher sandsteine mit Braunese-
nerz) or the sparse vegetation (vegetated areas in the oases were col-
oured green). Inscriptions marking desert landforms mention but one
generic form, ‘dunes’ (Diinen), without making any morphological dif-
ference. The extensive regions covered by dunes are coloured yel-
low. The explorers gave German names to some places they would
find important or interesting (e.g. Sandheim).

Perhaps the name Regenfeld (‘Rainfield’) is one of these telling
names, where they experienced rainfall in the desert. This was the
turning point of the expedition, as they abandoned the plan to reach
the unknown Kufra. Map ontology was a key issue in the decision:
the validity of the coordinates of the Siwa Oasis was the main ar-
gument of the decision. The scholars trusted more in the scientific
framework than any local guide, and after the turning point, Jordan
used the map and his instrument and navigated the expedition across
the entirely unknown territory to the oasis. In the spirit of Enlight-
enment, this fact was also emphasized by Jordan (1876, 13) as evi-
dence of the practical application of ‘mathematically oriented travel'.

8.2 Hassanein’s Lost Oases

After shorter reconnaissance trips significant technical develop-
ments made it possible to access the areas by motorcars or aero-
planes that were previously inaccessible. Romantic motifs, especial-
ly the legend of the lost oasis, “Zerzura” (“The Zerzura Problem”
1930) also highly motivated explorers, colloquially called “desert
fools”. After the First World War, research of the inner Libyan Desert
was systematically advanced through research trips and expeditions.
The peculiar conditions of the Libyan desert turned the story of the
discovery of one of the last ‘blank spots’ into an adventurous novel.

Desert mysteries and romantic motifs significantly stimulated de-
sert exploration in Egypt in the 1920s and 1930s. Still a classic cam-
el caravan, the expedition of the Egyptian diplomat, Achmed Hassa-
nein was a journey around the inner Libyan Desert (Hassanein 1925).
Using the routes connecting the oases, Hassanein Bey successful-
ly reached the more or less legendary Kufra oasis from the north in
1922. He continued the journey to the south, explored the mountain
oases Archenu and Uweinat and went on to the Sudan. In the 1920s
the Egyptian prince, Kemal el Din experimented with motor cars and
made a long-range journey into the southern regions, discovering the
huge sandstone plateau, “Gilf Kebir”.

However military-political interests influenced the results of all
expeditions at this time. The account of the expedition of Hassanein
Pasha was, published in the National Geographic Magazine in 1924.
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Its subtitle suggested not purely scientific interest: “The Record of a
2,200-Mile Journey of Exploration which Resulted in the Discovery of
Two Oases of Strategic Importance on the Southwestern Frontier of
Egypt” (Hassanein 1924). From this time on, desert exploration be-
came more and more military-oriented. Explorers’ maps were con-
sidered confidential sources of strategic information, especially re-
garding communication routes and water.

9 Camels and Automobiles

An earlier type of ‘romantic’ explorer was Harding-King, an English-
man, who, with the support of the Royal Geographical Society in Lon-
don decided to find the legendary oasis. In Dakhla, the westernmost
oasis in Egypt, he observed the migrating birds coming from the
southwest and with freshly eaten olives in their stomachs. Based on
his experiments, he calculated the distance of this ‘olive’ oasis and
made three attempts to locate it in the desert. In 1911 he reached
a point approximately 250 kilometres southwest of the oasis, but
his camel caravan had to return because his native guide tampered
with his water supplies. To summarize his research findings Hard-
ing King published a book (Harding-King 1925) with a non-tradition-
al map. The map he constructed was based not on the survey but on
native information. Disguised as an overview map, it was an amal-
gam of information of highly different reliability, as it was distilled
mainly from verbal reports including many lies. In modern terms, it
may be considered a ‘mental map’, constructed by an outsider, a Eu-
ropean explorer.

9.1 Bagnold Journeys

The motorized expeditions into the desert from the Egyptian side
led by Ralph Bagnold, a British officer represented the new situa-
tion and the change in the nature of desert exploration. Using spe-
cially equipped Ford automobiles, Major Bagnold, and his compan-
ion explored enormous tracts in the Libyan Desert in the early 1930s,
but could not find the lost oasis. The map showing the routes of Bag-
nold’s 1929 and 1930 expedition was the best expedition map of the
region. “Owing to unforeseen delays in receipt of material” the sheet
was published in The Geographical Journal as an appendix, but half
a year later than the paper it belonged to (Bagnold 1931, 525). The
mapping of the ‘blank spot’ required unusual cartographic solutions
to the problem of graphically depicting nothing important, the desert.

Bagnold’s map was filled with information, but these are short
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Figure2 The Gilf Kebirregion on Bagnold’s expedition map. Detail in Bagnold 1931

remarks and notes regarding surface geology, botany or zoology.
These types of information would have been ignored by any compil-
er of a geographical map on a scale of 1:1 million. Cartographers nor-
mally would not depict topographic features such as a “dead camel”,
apparently a landmark in the field west of Rohlfs’ Ammonite Scarp.
In lack of suitable conventional signs, the map included textual notes
as the graphic language of European geography became insufficient
to represent objects like “hawks” or the repeated telling inscription
“flat featureless sand plain”. The map maker created an illusion: when
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placing something non-geographic into the blank spaces of the map
the scientific, technical and cultural preconceptions of cartography’
ideal suggested to the reader that the territory had been surveyed.
The representation of the sand desert illustrates a more intricate
effect of mapping. Although some of the areas covered by crested
dunes were indicated by generic graphic forms and yellow colour on
the map, most of the areas were left empty. A special “Note” on the
map explains that dunes are shown only if they cause difficulty for
the motorist, a point certainly important for the military. Bagnold’s
expedition map, based on route survey, included many empty spaces
between the known routes, moreover, intentionally left huge desert
tracts empty. What to represent when nothing was cartographically
important was indeed a serious existential problem.

9.2 Count Almasy, a Hungarian Desert Explorer

The Hungarian Laszlé Ede Almdsy, the model of the character in the
novel and movie The English Patient, was born into a noble family
(Torok 1998). The last Austro-Hungarian explorer showed a passion-
ate interest in automobiles and aircraft since his childhood (Torok
2004). In 1926 he drove a Steyr automobile for the first time through
Egypt to hunt in the Sudan (Almésy 1928), in 1929 he carried out his
first expedition to East Africa, Sudan and Egypt. During this journey,
he re-discovered a section of the legendary, ancient caravan route
Darb el Arbain, the “Path of Forty Days”. This experience was a turn-
ing point in his activity, as he learned about the legends of the Liby-
an Desert. In the next few years, he pursued these legends, especially
the story about Zerzura, the lost oasis (Almasy 1935; 1939). His com-
panions and ‘competitors’ were mainly British, who were all loyal to
London and served the colonial interest of the empire. The series of
long-distance, motorized expeditions led by British Army Major Ralph
Bagnold, a member of the “Zerzura Club”, started in 1929. The inter-
est in expeditions approaching regions of the Egyptian-Libyan was
heightened after the Italian occupation of the Kufra oasis in 1931. The
Italian colonial army’s operation, carried out with modern military
technology and air support, drove some of the Senussis, the inhabit-
ants of the oasis group into the desert, most of whom died of thirst.
After the capture of Kufra, topographic mapping of the colony be-
gan, carried out by the Uffizio Studi at the Italian colonial headquar-
ters in Bengasi and/or by the Istituto Geografico Militare in Florence.

In April 1932, the Almasy-Clayton expedition came close to the
western edge of the Gilf Kebir, a sandstone plateau in the frontier ar-
ea, when further exploration and return was made very risky by the
depletion of reserves. On 27 April, to collect supplies Almasy drove
a car to Kufra in Italian territory.
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Figure3 Laszl6 Almdsy with commander Rolle (in the middle) and Italian officers in Kufra (1932)

After completing his mission, he managed to explore two vegetated
valleys by plane. In 1933, Almasy’s expedition visited Kufra again
and, following a native’s narrative, found Zarzura’s third rain oa-
sis (Almasy 1936; Torok 1989). These Almasy-expeditions did not, of
course, escape the attention of Italian military intelligence. The expe-
dition maps of the time were an extremely important source of infor-
mation, so it is understandable that the military and colonial author-
ities attached great importance to them and sought to obtain them.
However, the sketch maps of the Almésy and the other contemporary
expeditions were not only important documents for intelligence ser-
vices, but they were also used in the construction of the Italian colo-
nial topographic map series (Almasy 1997).

10 Italian Military Sketches from Kufra

The name of Almasy as a desert explorer became international-
ly known after the release of the movie The English Patient (Torok
2008). The general interest in his achievements in Hungary result-
ed in a lucky find in the archives of the Military Historical Museum
in Budapest. The archivist, who prepared maps for a presentation
about the Libyan Desert found a group of Italian maps, both print-
ed and manuscript, which were earlier unnoticed. According to the
inventory, these maps were acquired from a private person in 1985,
but, unfortunately, more information about the source of the content
of the two large folders was not found. This cartographic material
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reflects Italian colonial interest before World War II and it consists
of mainly printed Italian topographic map sheets, representing Libya
and Ethiopia. We could separate a smaller set of the material, which
included copies of the manuscript, apparently military map sketch-
es. The manuscript material was created in the 1930s, probably by
the same draughtsman working in Cirenaica, in Libya. The Budapest
material on contemporary, brown-yellowish paper could have been
made by some Diazo reproduction method in the lithographic office
in Bengasi (Torok 2012).

The survival of these maps offers the rare chance to have insights
into Italian intelligence and map compilation processes. Although,
all the manuscripts were copies of expedition maps, which were pub-
lished in books and journals, handwritten notes on the verso side of
the sheets directly link the material to Kufra. The most important is
the handwritten ownership note and signature on one of the maps:
Proprieta Cap. Fabbri. Cesare Fabbri was the interim commander
of Italian Kufra in the absence of Major Ottavio Rolle. Based on this
identification we can be pretty sure that the military sketches are
related to and might have come from Kufra. Of course, it would be
tempting to suggest that they related to Almasy, who visited Kufra
in 1932 and 1933 (Alméasy 1935), and whose documents and papers
hidden in the wall of his Budapest flat were confiscated by the Nazis
in 1944, but further evidence for this hypothesis is lacking.

The group of military sketches was originally arranged in chron-
ological order, following the exploration history of the Kufra region
from the 1928 visit of Doctor Brezzi, through the expedition routes of
Kemal el Din (1925) to the 1933 visit of the Almasy expedition. When
compared to the original publication the major difference between
the copies is that they are all Italian translations. This is just part-
ly because of easier communication, much more because of the own-
ership of the territory.

10.1  Preparation of Material and Map Compilation

An example of this attitude is the 1:1 million scale sketch map depict-
ing the exploration of the areas west of Gilf Kebir. It is a copy of the
1932 Almasy-Clayton expedition map, published in the Geographi-
cal Journal, but with Italian title, notes are translated names. The
expedition map originally showed the routes of the expedition and
the main topographical features and landmarks along the routes. A
further addition by the Italian maker is the inclusion of the interna-
tional border line, which was not present in the model. The empha-
sis on the territorial division reveals that the border was crossed by
the Almésy expedition (T6rok 2011), and, in a broader military stra-
tegic sense, it calls for the accessibility of Kufra from Egypt. This
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map has nothing to do with espionage or secret information. The map
editor supplemented the sketch with the main location of Kufra and
extended the coverage as far south as the Uweinat Mountains. The
reason for the inclusion of these two strategically important points
was the defence of the international border.

Another map in the group already reflects the clear intention to
include the geographical information represented on the expedition
route maps in the construction of topographical maps. The large
sheet “Kufra, Auenat, Gilf el Nebir” (sic!) at 1:1,000,000 scale, at
first sight, is an original work covering a large region of the south-
ern international border. A closer look reveals that is a compilation
work that combines the 1931 Bagnold map, introduced above, with
the 1932 Almasy-Clayton one. By simply rearranging the two parts
of Bagnold’s original and adding new information about the Gilf Ke-
bir region the compiler successfully created a cartographic overview
of a contested region along the international border.

11 Topographic Maps with White Spaces

These Italian military sketches were most probably part of the prepa-
rations for the construction of Italian military topographic maps, and
it is not a surprise if their content appears unchanged. As we have
limited information regarding the technical processes of the mak-
ing of the topographical map series, the relevant sheets of the Carta
dimostrativa della Libia were examined as material evidence of the
technical, but also some mental procedures (Torok 2008). The Italian
military and colonial cartographers, like any professional map mak-
er in the 1930s, held all the preconceptions of modern cartography,
either they worked in the field in the colony or they worked in the
Istituto Geografico Militare in Florence, Italy. How would they solve
the inherent problems of the European rational and empiric system
to make a geographic archive in graphic form, a ‘true map’, when en-
countering the mapping of the Lybian Desert?

The sheet Archenu in the 1:400,000 scale Carta Dimostrativa della
Libia proves this general statement. This official map was construct-
ed from expedition material after 1934: the topographic mission of
Captain Marchesi and the publication of the Almasy-Penderel report
in the Geographical Journal are mentioned in the marginal note. The
label “Almasy-Penderel 1933” appears twice along the route of this
expedition. It is noteworthy that Almasy’s track from the Gilf Ke-
bir to Kufra is partly shown with a directional arrow, presumably
for security reasons the last section, near the oasis (actually on the
next sheet) was omitted. Italian interest in Libyan colonial territory
reached the area of the Uweinat mountains at the 22° northern lat-
itude, which is the mark of Egypt’s southern international border.
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Figure4 Comparison of an Italian sketch of the route map of the 1932 Almasy-Clayton expedition (in red)
and the content of the 1: 1,000,000 topographic map sheet ‘Cufra’ (1938)

The sheet Cufra in the 1:1.000.000 series of the Carta Dimostrativa
della Libia, which was published in 1938, covers the Gilf Kebir and
Uweinat region. Although the colonial institutions were very much
aware of the importance of reliable topographic maps and were anx-
ious to collect more information, it is somehow amazing how empty
this sheet remained. Compared to the larger-scale map, published a
few years earlier, it is apparent that nothing changed. The area west
of the Gilf Kebir is still without any graphic content as beyond the co-
ordinate grid and the expedition routes indicated (but this time the
explorers’ names were not included) the map is empty, and there is
no geographic object represented.
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Figure5 Comparison of the region east of Kufra oasis on two Italian topographic maps:
detail of the 1:400,000 sheet ‘Archenu’ (1933; left)
and the same area on the 1: 1,000,000 sheet ‘Cufra’ (1938; right)

12 “Cartography as Science and Art”

The emptiness of the maps is not the conclusion of the missing topo-
graphic survey in the region - how one may think. Although the use
of expedition maps, the information collected by route survey would
inevitably result in large empty spaces between the narrow strips of
‘known’ territories along the routes. Route surveys are not suitable
for modern topographic mapping. Topographic maps are based on a
systematic, territorial survey. But this is not the case here, because
it was practically impossible to conduct extensive survey work cov-
ering the inner desert. Instead, the Italian mapmakers used various
sources they had, worked with heterogeneous information and did
their best to compile the sheets up to contemporary standards. Had
the Italian military cartographers surveyed the region, the emptiness
of the desert maps would have remained the same. The reason for
this limitation was the mapping ontology they adopted, which made
them unable to represent anything beyond a limited set of categories.

The legend on the sheet lists the conventional signs (Segni con-
venzionali) systematically used by the cartographers. The prima-
ry importance was given to the linear sign of the international bor-
der, which is on top of the list. Topographic mapping is territorial,
this is why the delimitation of the territory is the first object men-
tioned. Next other linear signs and different types of communication
lines are represented, their characterization is based on suitabili-
ty for automobiles. Further below we have a longer list of point-like
objects, where the first signs are related to water. Indeed, without
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water, there is no life in the desert, but once you have a permanent
spring or well the desert becomes an oasis. The rest of the conven-
tional signs are related to human habitat (e.g. fortress, mosque, cem-
etery) occasionally noting the local Arabic name of the object (e.g.
Moschea o Zavia).

What is missing from the list of signs is any representational con-
vention related to the desert landscape. And here is the cartogra-
phers’ trick: they represent the high mountains and the large and
prominent hills with form lines, as well the characteristic dune chains
and wadis that are visible for the navigator - and simply consider an-
ything else insignificant. This is the thinking that Bagnold explained
in his Note on his expedition map regarding crested dunes (men-
tioned above), but the lesson comes from the roots of Enlightenment
cartography. Already the editors of the maps of the Napoleonic sur-
vey ignored desert regions, which were not mapped as a field - but
represented caravan routes, immaterial objects.

The graphic depiction of the desert was symbolic on the maps
with a reddish-yellowish background, the colour of the surface. In
the case of characteristic chains of dunes, they used dotted form
lines indicating bulging. When the draughtsman had spare time to
demonstrate his artistic talent the desert areas were filled with tiny
physiographic symbols, giving the reader an impression of the land-
scape as if it were seen from above. Working with areas covered by
dunes they always used dots, not lines, to avoid any solid localization.
Dots with different sizes reflected shadows of the slopes, the steeper
sides were darker. This is another evidence that these topographic
maps did not represent comprehensively and accurately what was in
the territory. However, there is a huge difference between the blank
spots of unknown territories and the empty spaces created by car-
tographic ontology.

The emptiness of the maps of the desert is misleading for the
common map reader, as these ‘blank’ spots stand not for ‘unknown’,
but substitute ‘flat and featureless sand’ and similar descriptions
of a landscape. The desert territory could be considered irrelevant
and uninteresting - but still was an important expanse. Although
the map maker may draw nothing on the paper, make sure, the de-
sert was there. Although marking nothing the mapmaker represent-
ed something, desert as a geographic entity. One could find hardly a
more instructive example of why geographic and cartographic ontol-
ogies are different and related. The Bellman’s chart, an empty map
sheet, which is presented as another cartographic absurdity by Car-
roll (1876) is not an absurdity. Empty charts of water bodies and de-
sert map sheets do exist because of the ontological preconceptions of
the cartographic ideal - and they do nearly as well as the territories.
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13 Conclusions and Outlook

Using the exploration and mapping history of the western part of the
Libyan Desert we tried to reveal some of the cartographic processes
which resulted in Italian topographic maps in the 1930s. Although not
very much is known about the relations of the maps and map makers,
the hard evidence of the maps could reveal some direct connections
between the earlier and the later works. The modern European ex-
ploration of the region started with the Napoleonic survey of Egypt,
a typical Enlightenment enterprise. It was the 1873-74 Rohlfs expe-
dition, whose route map already shows the characteristics of all lat-
er works. The depiction of the desert on route maps was not the por-
trayal of the actual landscape, only some landmarks were indicated
graphically. Route maps illustrated a story and included information
related to the journey. On Bagnold’s expedition map, a dead camel
or the hawks were observed in the field and became geographic ob-
jects. In the 1930s Italian cartographers used route maps to compile
sheets in the topographic map series of the colony.

Of course, Italian map makers could do excellent surveys and con-
struct wonderful maps. In the spring of 1933 Captain Marchesi’s top-
ographic mapping unit surveyed the Uweinat Mountains (Marchesi
1933). In the following year in the treaty of Rome, the Sarra trian-
gle was ceded to Italy. The southern border of Libya was demarcat-
ed by Colonel Agostini. The new international boundary was promi-
nently featured on the Italian topographical map sheet Cufra (1938),
published on the eve of World War II. This process transformed the
formerly fluid Libyan-Egyptian border into a defined abstract enti-
ty, then a cartographic object and in the end a geographical entity
in the field in the form of border markers. Some have survived the
colonial period as the modern international border is the same, so
the 1934 border markers are still there in the desert. But before we
would think that a ‘fiat” border has gained physical existence, we
should consider the always limited accuracy of any border demarca-
tion measurement, which means that international border markers
are never the real borders.
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1 Introduction

This paper examines the cartographic styles of Euro-American maps
deployed in territorial power relations of mid-nineteenth century
Yorubdland. I argue that cartographic styles of geographical maps,
regardless of symbolic misrepresentations, stimulate alternative per-
ceptions of territorial spaces. Territorial images as cultural objects
prompt territorial conceptions of space but also draw insight into
the territorial politics of past geographies. On one hand, good map
appearances inspire confidence in geographical information (Kent
2005, 183). On the other hand, maps are not precise representations
of geographical reality but might include symbolic misrepresenta-
tions (Kent 2018, 203). However, institutional map styles visually pro-
mote different viewpoints in spatial discussions. In the nineteenth
century, alternative Euro-American cartographic images played im-
portant roles in altering the territorial conceptions of the Yoruba ge-
ographic space in West-Central Africa (Usman, Falola 2019, 5).

Whereas there are map design studies of modern African maps
(Stone 1995; McGowan 2013; Akinyemi, Kibora, Aborishade 2013),
there is an underrepresentation of stylistic examination of nine-
teenth-century maps of Africa. Indeed, fewer map studies of West
Africa investigate linkages of style and politics in mapping ethnic
territories. However, the nineteenth-century maps of West Africa are
not only genres of cartographic styles and good map aesthetics man-
ifesting effective pictorial representation of space but also immersed
in social practices of territoriality. For example, the visual images of
Yorubéland produced in mid-Nineteenth-century Euro-American ge-
ographies are immersed in the contestations and negotiations of its
territorial interests. Therefore, how do mid-nineteenth-century maps
of Yorubéland reflect stylistic qualities that prompt mental images
of space, which irrespective of symbolic misrepresentations, trans-
late into territorial power relations?

The paper aims to examine nineteenth-century maps of Yoruba-
land drawing attention to how institutional map styles exemplify al-
ternative territorial realities. The next section examines the concep-
tual background of styles and symbolic representation; the neglect of
linkage of map style and territorial politics in West African map stud-
ies; and the methodological approach in the paper. The third section
separately analyses the three maps of Yorubaland. In the fourth sec-
tion, I explore how these maps translate into territorial power rela-
tions and briefly discuss their implication in representational prac-
tices. The final section presents the concluding remarks.
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2 Territorial Space: Cartographic Styles
and Symbolic Representation

Map appearance has an impact on the enduring mental picture of
the geographical space, which highlights the importance of carto-
graphic style. The concept of style refers to the differentiating ap-
pearance, which stresses an identifiable form of visual expression
(Geczy, Karaminas 2012, 14). The visual expression of a mapped geo-
graphical space has a particular, identifiable appearance. Kent (2010,
20) notes that cartographic style “is introduced through the process
of symbolization: the deliberate and specific ordering of graphical
form to present the character of a feature in an abstract way”. Map
appearance involves the elements and qualities of map design. Al-
though map design elements such as titles, legends and place names
convey territorial representations, but also with other map elements
such as symbols, colour and lettering manifest formal qualities of the
visual arts (Skelton 1972, 3). Punia (2008) points out three qualities
that determine beauty in maps: harmony, composition and clarity.
In contrast, Deluca and Bonsal (2017, 76) emphasise two key design
principles “that all good maps” incorporate: visual hierarchy and bal-
ance. In broader terms, cartographic style denotes the visual identi-
ty that belongs, “to a particular region, cartographic edition and/or
map producer” (Beconyte 2011). Map appearances prompt emotion-
al responses from viewers.

The emotional attraction of a good map engenders trust or in-
spires confidence in the represented geographic space (Kent 2018,
203). Indeed, map effectiveness relies on the choice of symbolic rep-
resentation. Symbolic representation, as used here, denotes the use
of graphic marks or elements to stand for or represent cartograph-
ic ideas and geographical concepts. Symbols are essentially used on
maps to indicate position on the earth’s surface and to describe “what
is being represented” (Keates 1982, 73). Purpose and audience de-
termine the symbolic representation in a map rather than depicting
the exact reality of geographical space. Since the map is a miniature
version of the natural space, there arise often problems of symbolic
representation. Indeed, there could be misrepresentations in maps
with good appearance, which could be a consequence of purposeful
decision, oversight or poor judgment (Dent, Torguson, Hodler 2009,
19). For instance, there might be cognitive inaccuracies and cultural
misconceptions. While cognitive errors include locational distortions
of geographical features and omission of place names, cultural mis-
conceptions include misspelling and mistranslating of place names
and misunderstanding of geo-cultural features.

The key concern in this paper is alternative map appearances and
how, regardless of symbolic misrepresentations, it worked in the con-
testations and negotiations of territorialisation. Territorialisation

175

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,173-190



Babatunde Ogundiwin
Territorial Images of Yorubaland

involves a series of social practices, such as cartographic mapping,
through which a human society organizes and operates in the natu-
ral space (Casti 2015, 20). Whereas map appearance stimulates emo-
tional responses, symbolic representation allows the mental prompt
of a territorial image through the individual’s knowledge, skill, ex-
perience and cognitive reflection (Kitchin, Dodge 2007, 338-9). Since
the construction and reconstruction of the territory through the map
is a process (Edney 2019, 26), the emotive impacts of map discours-
es, as a representational practice, are integral in persuasive acts of
territoriality. Dent, Torguson and Hodler (2009, 18) observe the “de-
sire for the map to be not only informationally effective but also aes-
thetically pleasing”. Hence, this stresses engaging the map as an ar-
tistic object and mappings as part of territorial practice.

Whereas there are map design studies of modern African maps
(Stone 1995; McGowan 2013; Akinyemi, Kibora, Aborishade 2013),
there is an underrepresentation of stylistic examination of earlier
maps of Africa. Akinyemi, Kibora and Aborishade (2013) examined
early post-independence Nigerian topographical maps, which focused
on design alternatives to update the maps’ appearance. Interesting-
ly, the consistent style of national topographical maps continues to
structure mentally the citizens’ geographical consciousness of their
respective geopolitical spaces. In contrast, there is extensive liter-
ature on African map history before the twentieth century (Relafo
1995; Glenn 2007; Liebenberg 2021) but it also had tangential treat-
ment of map style and aesthetics. For instance, Glenn (2007, 35) brief-
ly referred to the impact of the 1790 map style of Francois Levail-
lant on Almoro Alvise Pisani’s 1793 map of Southern Africa. However,
there is little engagement of the interlinkage of stylistic qualities and
territoriality in historical map studies of West Africa. Although Us-
man and Falola (2019) stress the significant role of modern carto-
graphic maps in the emergence of the current Yorubé territorial iden-
tity, they did not elaborate further on these cartographic practices
of territoriality. Conversely, Ogundiwin (2023) examined the stylis-
tic evolution of missionary mapping of Yorubaland in the 1850s, but
there was no detailed investigation of alternative map appearances
and territorial politics.

Although African studies of modern map design emphasize pleas-
ant map appearances, African map history engages diverse narra-
tives including stylistic evolution, but there is also the need to ex-
plore linkages between cartographic map appearances and ethnic
territorialisation. Hence, the case of mid-nineteenth-century terri-
torial images of Yorubaland in this paper illustrates the linkage of
cartographic style, regardless of symbolic misrepresentation, and
territorial process of ethnic and sub-ethnic identities in the cultural
encounter with the Euro-American world. The historical-stylistic ex-
aminations of nineteenth-century maps of West Africa are important
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because these maps played important roles in the territorial poli-
tics of Yorubaland, which had the largest number of sub-ethnicities
in West Africa.

I shall employ a historical-stylistic analysis to explore these maps
of Yorubaland in West-Central Africa, sourced from travel books and
an atlas, to examine the visual impressions of territorial space. The
production of the three maps was in 1859, 1860 and 1861. The selec-
tion of the maps was guided by certain parameters, which include
their reflection of different facets of Afro-European cultural rela-
tions such as religion, philanthropy and commerce. Again, they rep-
resent several Yoruba sub-ethnicities, unlike maps produced before
the 1850s. In addition, they were visual illustrations produced dur-
ing the British annexation of Lagos in 1861; the Ijaye war (1860-65);
and the eve of the American Civil War (1861-65), which influenced the
Black American emigration scheme, events that all shaped Yoruba
territoriality.

A study of alternative map appearances as a rhetorical device in
territorial politics requires a cartographic appreciation of the map.
Cartographic appreciation refers to the “critical assessment of maps”
(Brookfield, Dury 1962, 180). This map assessment, as used here, in-
cludes a form of art criticism concerned with the artistic qualities
of graphic elements, the geometric accuracy of symbolic represen-
tations and the usefulness of the map. The usefulness of maps high-
lights the circumstances of map consumption. As Edney (2019, 44,
45) contends map studies need to “explicate the precise social, cul-
tural and technical contexts within which people have sought to rep-
resent spatial complexity”.

The historical-stylistic analysis comprises three components:
contextual, compositional and representational (Rose 2016, 56). The
contextual component of each map briefly introduces the cultural
motivation and historical background of the map production. The
compositional examination involves; the formal analysis of graphical
elements - topography, hydrography, cultural information, lettering
style and marginal information; and stylistic judgment of each map
in its specific aesthetic view of the terrain (Brookfield, Dury 1962,
195-6). The semiotic examination of symbolic representations focus-
es on the cognitive inaccuracies and cultural misconceptions evi-
dent on each map. Thereafter, I collectively explore the work of these
maps in territorial power relations (Edney 2019, 86). In the nine-
teenth-century, several Euro-American maps depicted the Yoruba
territorial space.
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3 The Maps of Yorubaland

3.1 The 1859 Map

In the 1850s, the preaching of the gospel by the Church Missionary
Society (CMS) expanded globally, reaching West-Central Africa. The
CMS, an evangelical arm of the Church of England, founded in 1799,
commenced missionary work in Yorubaland in 1846; an exploratory
mission in 1843 had preceded this commencement (Ajayi 1965). How-
ever, the location of these missionary stations remained unknown to
missionary enthusiasts in the Euro-American world. The CMS Atlas,
introduced in 1857, provided visual knowledge of the geography of
the CMS missionary work (1896). It perceptually solves the problem
of geographical comprehension of CMS missionary work. The CMS
commissioned the atlas production; the firm of William Collins and
Company of London executed the colour printing of the maps.

The 1859 map of Yorubaland was the second issue and the fifth
map in the atlas, which illustrated the chapter on the Yorubé and Ni-
ger Missions [fig. 1]. The map data was derived from previous maps
and information collected from resident missionaries such as the Rev.
Henry Townsend and Rev. Samuel Crowther at Abeokuta (Gollmer
1889, 110). The atlas aimed to educate church congregants but al-
so ‘the general reader’ interested in the Christian missionary move-
ment (Stock 1899, 443). In the 1859 map, the mapmakers employed
graphical contrast, balance of form and harmony of colour to explore
geographical reality and territorial imagination.

Figurel CMS,TheYorubd Country, withthe Course of the Niger and Tshadda 1859, Engraving,
The Church Missionary Atlas, CM House, London
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Topography is sparingly depicted using hachuring. Indeed, the fo-
cus of the terrain, the Yorubéa Country, is devoid of landform portray-
al. By contrast, hydrographic evidence dominates the terrain with
rivers, lagoons and the ocean. Double thick lines represent the Riv-
ers Niger and Benue. Conversely, single lines indicate the two river
systems of Yorubaland. The fork-looking Ogun River, labelled at the
mouth of the lagoon, glaringly beams the focused terrain. Equally, to
the east, the Osun River, elaborately portrayed with a labelled River
Oba tributary, evokes a sense of isolation. To the far east of the map
is the exaggeratedly represented Old Calabar River, which also cu-
riously echoes its imaginative rendering.

Cultural information is plentiful, highlighting ethnicities, sub-eth-
nicities, settlements, mission stations, travel routes and explorato-
ry events. The typographic labelling, which indicates ethnicities, is
distinguished with the label “Country”, and rouses the sense of an
African terrain. The focused terrain had sub-ethnicities signified
by lesser typographic font size, which envisioned spatial ordering
in contrast to the ethnic labels. They are blatantly abundant in Yor-
ubéland but also had a pleasant and spaced concentration in the up-
per right-hand corner along the Benue River. Some settlements are
keyed in the legend as “Church Missionary Stations are underlined,
as Abbeokuta”.

The style of lettering ensured a balanced presentation of the ter-
ritorial knowledge. There is a clear perception of the varied black
typographic fonts on the yellow background of the terrain. Where-
as there is no distinction between the labelling of settlements, there
is a classification of ethnicities and sub-ethnicities. Marginal infor-
mation on the map includes neat lines, Lines of Latitude and Longi-
tude, and a legend box. The one-degree interval spherical coordi-
nate, which provides a focal frame, evokes a geographical sense of
the terrain. The legend box vigorously advocates the exploratory lens
of missionary geography.

To the viewer, the very attractive colouring of the map, which ex-
udes the warmth of the terrain, secures a sustaining observation and
signals a pleasant composition. There are apparent defects in this
map, which include crowdedness and the blurry-looking shading on
the shoreline. Nevertheless, the harmony of colours evident in the
sound contrast of the blue and yellow of the ocean and land respec-
tively as well as the dual black and red lines of the settlements with
missionary stations, highlight the success of the map in presenting
the intended information. Its general effect is an alluring view of
West-Central Africa, which gracefully highlights the Yoruba country.

The map that resolved the geographical problem of the spatial
comprehension of CMS mission work in Yorubdland reflected some
symbolic misrepresentations. Local informants, exploratory feedback
and mission work influenced the representation of the river system
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but the omission of geographical names during the mapmaking cre-
ated cognitive inaccuracy about the hydrological feature. The un-
named river system created the challenge of identifying particular
rivers by a map reader unfamiliar with the territory. However, the
depicted rivers were the river Ogun to the left and its tributary riv-
er Oyan to the right. Whereas limited map space possibly caused the
avoidance of the label of River Ogun to the east, there was sufficient
map space to label the tributary to the left. The River Ogun was the
main river highway into Western Yorubdaland. The consequence of the
unlabelled rivers or omitted geographical names resulted in a wrong
impression of the river Ogun in the 1861 map.

The representation of the Egba, Egbado, Oyo-Yoruba, Ijebu and Ije-
sa sub-ethnicities was influenced by the CMS encounter with them
among recaptured Africans in Sierra Leone but in the cartographic
process of representing these Yoruba subgroups there emerged cog-
nitive errors concerning their territorial occupancy related to other
unrepresented Yoruba sub-ethnicities. Whereas the suggested ter-
ritory of Egbado covered areas where the Ketu, Ifonyin and Ohori
sub-groups lived, the suggested territory of Ijesa covered where the
Ondo, Idoko, Owo and Akoko sub-groups inhabited. Indeed, Charles
Gollmer (1889, 145, 159-60), during his “missionary tour in the Ke-
tu country”, conducted in the mid-1850s, referred to “the names of
ninety-four towns belonging to the Ketu province”. However, there
was no depiction of Ketu as a sub-group but only the indication of
the capital town on the map. This omission of Ketu might be associat-
ed with the challenges of the CMS work there during the late 1850s.

There are also cultural misconceptions evident in the map. Some
place names cause geo-cultural misunderstanding. For instance, the
typographic label of Yoruba Country refers, not only to the territo-
ry of the Oyo-Yorubd sub-group but also to the entire territory of
the Yorubé speaking peoples of West-Central Africa. James Horton
in 1868 observed, the CMS: “from want of a more specific name and
from the whole of the tribes being once subject to the king of Yoru-
ba... designated it the Yoruba Country” (quoted in Oduyoye 2010, 7).

Again, there was an incorrect place name of the Efon instead of
the Ekiti. Although Efon-Alaye is an Ekiti town, it was misinterpret-
ed as the name of the Ekiti sub-ethnicity. Besides, there was the rep-
resentation of Kakanda as a part of Yorubaland. Although there were
arguments amongst European explorers about the Kakanda being or
not “a dialect of the Yaruba”, however, the Yorubas does not have any
sub-group known as Kakanda.
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3.2 The 1860 Map

The Niger River Expeditions had established the knowledge of the Ni-
ger Delta in 1834, ethnicities and trading possibilities along the river
and its hinterland in the 1840s, and the value of an overland route to
the Atlantic Ocean across Western Yorubéland in the mid-1850s (Ajayi
1965). However, there was still the geographical problem of overland
linkage between Eastern Yorubaland and the Niger-Benue confluence.
Hence, Dr William Baikie, leader of the Niger Expedition, sent Daniel
May, a Royal Navy officer, to explore this unknown route (May 1860).
The 1860 map was only partly successful in depicting Eastern Yoruba-
land because he was prevented to explore the east fully due to Yoruba
power politics and war [fig. 2]. The military officials of the Ibadan em-
pire insisted he should not proceed to Akoko but return to the Niger
River by Yagba territory. This 1858 exploration was part of the Brit-
ish Government and MacGregor Laird’s partnership to explore further
trade opportunities in the Niger River hinterland. The mapmaker was
John Arrowsmith, who drew the map based on the sketches of Dan-
iel May and his earlier maps. The map illustrated a Royal Geograph-
ical Society (RGS) journal article published in 1860. The mapmaker
explored geographical reality through the capture of the cultural en-
counter and the terrain in a contrast of lines and shapes.

S R
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Figure2 RGS,Yorubdand Nupe Countries, 1860, Engraving, Royal Geographical Society, London.
Source: Perry-Castafieda Library, University of Texas
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The topographic impressions on the map include hachure, a form of
spot height and another graphic symbol. For instance, there are the
hachures, which at a farther distance reflect a poor topographic im-
pression, but closer examination shows elaborately done heavy, sharp
strokes indicating the slopes. Yet the hills appear curiously dissimi-
lar from the rest of the terrain. In [fig. 2], the represented hydrogra-
phy includes rivers, coastline, lagoon and the Ocean. For example,
dash lines represent the rivers of Yorubaland, which include north-
ward and southward flowing rivers, inducing a more active look. A
continuous thick line depicted the coastline, which gave the effect
of a soothing riverbank and shoreline. The texture created by this
darkened line contrasts the generated shape, which portrays the la-
goon labelled as a lake.

Cultural representation on the map includes ethno-territories, set-
tlements and travel routes. A typeface of different fonts labelled and
distinguished ethnicities and sub-ethnicities prompting the visual
sense of geographical scale. Signifying settlements by small circles
modestly extol their presence on the landscape. The red colour line,
keyed in the legend, depicts the travel route of the explorer and con-
veys activity across the terrain. This travel route, which suggests
a sort of southwest-northeast parallel lines with zigzags, heightens
the sense of movement and focus of the map as Eastern Yorubéland.

The style of lettering on the map follows an orderly approach. For
instance, the wide letter spacing of the Niger River label creates a
pleasing look that balances the close-fitting letter spacing of the riv-
ers in Yorubaland. Cultural features, clearly labelled, reveal the clas-
sification of typographic fonts to distinguish the order of importance.
This fine lettering instils in the viewer the visual narrative of the ge-
ographical encounter of the British explorer. Marginal information
comprises the border and legend box. Interestingly, the map border
did not limit the geographic representation but included parts of the
Niger River and the Yoruba coastland that added an innovative look
but also an irregular disparity to the geometric frame of the ter-
rain. The legend box includes a title, date, scale and key but grace-
fully dominates the viewer’s attention above the depicted landscape.

This well-composed map embodies a sense of direction and move-
ment that serves as an attraction to engage further this terrain. How-
ever, the dull background colour, the poorly shaped lagoon and the
poorly executed hachures signal the main defect of this map. The
noteworthy success of the map is that it beautifully registers, with a
sense of more detailed proportion, central and northeast Yorubaland
as an active landscape. Despite the defects, the general effect of the
map is that of an expressive representation of geographical and cul-
tural encounters, which evokes an active terrain.

The map that resolved the geographical problems of visualising
Eastern Yorubdaland included some symbolic misrepresentations
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created during the mapmaking. Cognitive errors are evident in the
represented physical features. By way of example, the hilly repre-
sentation suggested an isolated hilly topography instead of a table-
land interspaced with inselbergs. In the 1850s, Thomas Bowen, who
explored this landscape, correctly explained the Yoruba topography
as “atable-land” (Ogundiwin 2023, 7). Again, there was a misleading
representation of the River Ogun because the depicted upper course
was not the main river but its tributary of River Oyan. Likewise, there
was the placement of Lagos at the tip of the peninsula instead of indi-
cating it as an island. In 1859, Robert Campbell observed: “Lagos is
a small island about six miles in circumference... it is very low, and
formed by an accumulation of sand” (1861, 17).

The geographical coverage of sub-ethnicities suggested by the ty-
pographic spacing of place names introduced sub-territorial distor-
tions. For instance, there was the territorial extension of the Ijesa,
Igbomina and Oyo-Yoruba sub-groups into other unmentioned sub-
groups. Daniel May (1860, 231) stressed, “I passed out of Ijesha into
the less extensive district of Ighbo[mina]”, but John Arrowsmith de-
picted it extending into the Ekiti and Ondo territories. In addition,
there was the incorrect placement of the Ife sub-group and the town
of Akure (Akue). Whereas the location of the Ife-Yoruba was where
the Owu-Yoruba inhabited, the position of Akure was farther south
of its actual location where the Ikale-Yorubé resides.

Again, there were cultural misconceptions, such as the mislabel-
ling of the EXkiti sub-group as Efon. Similar to the 1859 map, the up-
percase label of the Yoruba synonymously referred to the Oyo-Yor-
uba sub-group as well as the entire territory of the Yoruba-speaking
people. Besides, there was the depiction of Eyeo, the ruins of Old
Oyo, as if it was still a habitable settlement. Since the British ex-
plorer did not visit Old Oyo, it was a reflection of Arrowsmith’s ear-
lier maps of Yorubéland.

3.3 The 1861 Map

There was a growing interest in the 1840s of Black American emigra-
tion to the West African interior (Blackett 1977). Indeed, an Amer-
ican Southern Baptist (SBM) missionary, Rev. Thomas Bowen, had
suggested and visualised on two maps in 1857 and 1858 respective-
ly, potential Yorubé settlements (Ogundiwin 2023). However, the ge-
ographical problem of suitable towns remained. This led to further
exploration, which revealed newer information that was mapped, for
instance, in this 1861 map. The 1861 map unveiled the towns explored
during the exploratory mission and added other geographic informa-
tion about Yorubaland. The Niger Valley Exploring Party (NVEP), led
by the Black American, Dr Martin Delany and the Jamaican, Robert
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Campbell, were sponsored by philanthropic interest in Europe to ex-
amine the Niger River hinterland in 1859-60 (Campbell 1861; Dela-
ny 1861). The map illustrated the travel account of Robert Campbell
published in 1861 [fig. 3]. The mapmaker employed the harmony of
lines, shapes and typography on a monochrome to evoke the reality
of the geographical space.

e 7 % Tocin© \5 E4

lheen

KAKANDA

BB NI XN
BEC P RASDNEI L 3

Figure3 TheAku Country with Course of the Niger, 1861, Engraving, Thomas Hamilton, New York.
Source: Internet Archive

The hydrographical representation on the map comprises the ocean,
coastline, lagoon and rivers. A black italic label indicates the Bight of
the Atlantic Ocean complemented by finely drawn black wavy lines
along the coastline, which reinforces the oceanic look. Thin lines
traced the coastline flanked by a light coastal shading that evokes a
form of soberness. Double black lines depict the Niger River and its
delta branch with a close-fitting look that proclaims its geographical
prominence to the viewer. Conversely, carefully drawn single black
line with varying line thickness signifies the rivers of Yorubaland in-
ducing a closer glance at the focused landscape.

Cultural information on the map includes ethno-territorial organ-
isation, settlements and travel routes. The typographic label “Coun-
try” signifies adjoining ethnicities prompting the visual impression
of territorial organisation. A similar bold and pleasant labelling indi-
cates the Yorubé sub-ethnicities, assertively extolling sub-territori-
al spaces. The sparingly depicted settlements along the Niger River
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contrast the interspersed portrayal of Yorubd settlements, which
gives a pleasant viewing of the terrain. Close dash lines signify the
travel routes with a sense of mechanical accuracy. These dash lines
reflecting a straight formation, linked eleven towns, but also gave
an alluring shape.

The style of lettering on the map is simple but effective. For in-
stance, lowercase lettering labelled a greater part of the cultural in-
formation, but Roman lettering indicates ethnicities and sub-ethnic-
ities. The finely executed wide letter spacing of the uppercase and
lowercase admirably suggests spatial extents or territorial occupan-
cies. The simplicity of the varied lettering types adds to the curious
personality of the map. Marginal information contains the margin
lines, title, north arrow and textual note. The beautifully drawn ti-
tle is an artistic rendering that reinforces the attractiveness of the
map. The fancy swash lines recall the decorative ornaments evident
on earlier European maps. On the upper right-hand side is a north
arrow defined by simple lines but also considerably draws attention
to the focal point of the landscape.

This map has an attractive pull of its own regardless of the mon-
ochromatic background, which evokes a sober feeling but has suffi-
cient curiosity to prompt repeated looks by a viewer. Deficiencies no-
ticeable in the map include the possible confusion between the Osun
and Oba rivers. Nevertheless, the combination of artistic simplicity
with minimal geographic information to describe visually the land-
scape and narrate the unfolding event reveals the map as a remark-
able success. The map is succinctly composed, and the general effect
stimulates a clean and uncrowded terrain; evoking a mood of con-
cern that seems appropriate to the issue of emigration.

The socio-spatial problem of suitable places, which the map form
sought to address, contained some symbolic misrepresentations. The
1861 map primarily relied on the 1859 CMS map but also derived ter-
ritorial information from SBM maps produced in the 1850s. Cogni-
tive errors are evident in the depicted physical and cultural features.
For instance, there was a mislabelling of River Ofiki as River Ogun.
The Ogun River was the unnamed river to the right on the map face.
Campbell observed:

I crossed the Ogun [river] in three places above Abbeokuta; the
first time between Oyo and Isehin, next between Biocu [Bioku] and
Beracudu [Berekodo], and finally between the last place and Ab-
beokuta. (1861, 25-6)

This representational error as aforementioned derived from the omis-
sion of naming the river in the CMS map, which the mapmaker copied
without checking the travel account of Robert Campbell. Again, the
geographical positioning of Lagos Island was inward in the lagoon
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and farther away from the seacoast. Likewise, there was the incor-
rect placement of Egbado, Egba, Efon and Ijesa territories. Hence,
there are unnamed sub-groups around the represented sub-ethnici-
ties such as the Awori-Yorubda between the Egbado and Ijebu.

Cultural misconceptions also exist on this map. The map title in-
troduced the entire Yoruba-speaking territory as Aku Country but
the designation was also synonymous with the Oyo-Yoruba territory
as above-mentioned in the previous maps. Campbell wrote: “The peo-
ple are of the Egba tribe of the Akus, sometimes incorrectly called
Yorubas” (1861, 32).

Hence, this probably influenced the mapmaker to replace Yoruba
with Aku in the map title. Similar to the 1860 map, there was an in-
correct representation of the Ekiti sub-group as the Efon. Again,
there was the reappearance of Kakanda as a part of Yorubaland. In
contrast to the 1860 map, which correctly placed the Yagba-Yoruba
where the Kakanda was located, the 1861 map reproduced the cultur-
al misunderstanding of the 1859 map. Hence, the challenge to place
correctly the Kakanda ethnicity reflected a representational prob-
lem on the map depicting Yorubaland.

4 Maps: Territorial Politics and Representational
Practices

These three maps in the 1860s worked in the territorial power rela-
tions of Yorubéland. This was evident in the religious, commercial
and imperial politics, which contested and negotiated different ter-
ritorial identities in the furtherance of their alternative territorial
interests. Whereas the CMS accentuated the Egba territorial identi-
ty through the Abeokuta policy, the NVEP emphasized the Oyo ter-
ritorial identity in its quest to settle Black American emigrants. In
the late 1840s and early 1850s, the CMS policy held that Abeokuta
was the advanced post of Christianity and Western civilisation, from
where the gospel could expand into the rest of the Yortb4 interior.

The 1859 map worked to attest not only to the missionary success
of that policy but also to the need in the 1860s to increase British
political-economic support for the Egba government. However, after
the annexation of Lagos in 1861, the British administration was in-
terested in the sub-groups in the Yoruba hinterland because of com-
mercial and economic reasons exemplified in the 1860 map. There-
fore, during the Ijaye war, between the Egba-Ijaye alliance and the
Ibadans, the CMS “took the Egbas’ side”, as it argued, “the British
authorities at Lagos” misjudged the Egbas (Stock 1899, 435). Stock
observed: “Abeokuta being at that time the most popular of all the
Society’s Missions, the Society at home found itself opposed to Glov-
er’s policy” (435).
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The colonial policy favoured the Ibadans, an Oyo-Yorubés group.
Eventually, in 1862, the CMS Committee and other friends of Africa dis-
cussed with British government officials in London aided by the 1859
map. The British Colonial Secretary was urged to remove: “the hos-
tile policy pursued by the Governor of Lagos against Abeokuta” (437).

Conversely, the Niger Valley Exploring Party devoted more time
to exploring the Oyo-Yoruba territory but eventually secured a treaty
at Abeokuta (Campbell 1861, 143). This territorial interest reflected
the American Southern Baptist aspiration of propagating Christian-
ity and Western civilisation in northern Yorubéland, which favoured
the Oyo-Yoruba (Ogundiwin 2023, 6). For example, the 1861 map de-
picted eight Oyo-Yorubé towns among the eleven potential settle-
ments the NVEP visited for Black American emigration. Two of these
eight and an additional three Oyo-Yoruba towns appeared initially in
the SBM maps published in 1857 and 1858 (Ogundiwin 2023). While
considering the commercial and agricultural prospects for poten-
tial emigrants, Campbell discussed the importance of the river sys-
tem, for instance, the Ogun River, its limited streamer transporta-
tion and available waterpower to run steam engines for cotton mills
(Campbell 1861, 23, 136, 142-3). Nonetheless, the labelled Ogun Riv-
er along some Egba and Oyo settlements on the map was a cognitive
error but it continued visually to persuade the African Aid Society in
London to think about Black American emigration.

The mapping of Yoruba sub-ethnicities of the hinterland, which re-
sulted from the 1857 Niger Expedition, highlighted their territorial
advantages. The sub-territories provided an overland route across
Yorubaland to the Niger hinterland, which several British officials
highlighted (Glover 1897, 78). They emphasized it had an advantage
over the Niger waterway, where the Niger Delta kingdoms were op-
posed to British penetration into the hinterland (Ajayi 1965, 168). Be-
sides, it highlighted the importance of Eko or Lagos, while it brought
the eastern Yoruba sub-groups of Ife, Ijesa, Ighomina, Ekiti (Efon)
and Yagba into the limelight to serve British political-economic in-
terest. Interestingly, the CMS also highlighted the value of the over-
land route, which the 1859 map worked as a visual illustration to dis-
cuss the Rev. Crowther’s travels on the: “‘overland route’... by way of
Ilorin and Abeokuta to Lagos, in February 1859” (Stock 1899, 452).

However, the CMS missionaries argued the usefulness of the route
requires friendly interaction with the Egba (Ajayi 1965, 169). It was
apparent the visual persuasion of the 1860 map about the importance
of the overland route reflected in the British annexation of Lagos in
August 1861 (Burton 1863, 214).

By contrast, these three maps and some maps derived from them
also worked in the cartographic marginalisation of other Yorubéa sub-
ethnicities. Sub-territories not within the missionary sphere of influ-
ence or not along the overland route became and remained unknown.

187

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,173-190



Babatunde Ogundiwin
Territorial Images of Yorubaland

For example, there were the Ketu and Sabe to the west, the Ondo,
Idoko, Owo, Akoko and Ikale to the east. This sidelining was also ev-
ident owing to the cultural misunderstanding of sub-groups such as
the Ekiti for Efon or the northeastern Okun-Yoruba with the Kakan-
da. Since the 1840s, Crowther wrote about Yoruba sub-groups, such
as the Dassa and Ife, living between the Mono and Opara rivers but
there was a consistent omission of these sub-ethnicities from the
rest of Yorubaland in European maps. In 1877, a map, titled Part of
the Yoruba Country, illustrating a missionary account stressed only
the Egbas, Ijebus and Oyo-Yorlubdas, while summing up the remaining
sub-groups as the “others” (Hinderer 1877, 215). Consequently, the
cartographic identity of a Yoruba sub-group reflected Euro-Ameri-
can territorial interest, the several unrepresented or unnamed sub-
ethnicities became the visually marginalised Other.

Although these maps emerged in different years, they were paral-
lel productions with different aims, expanding the cartographic stage
for territorial politics in Yorubaland. These parallel maps stress dif-
ferent territorial images, whose particular appearances were per-
suasive acts in the Euro-American territorialisation of Yorubaland.
In the above study, the visual prompts of the good looks of the CMS
map emphasize expanding Christianity; the solemn gaze of the NVEP
map stresses humanitarian concern; and the lively impressions of
the Niger Expedition map highlight economic potentials, privileging
alternative territorial interests. These visual persuasions highlight
the contending and negotiable social productions of territorial identi-
ties. They urge and encourage ‘alternative cartographic truths’ with-
in the spatial debate of competing territorial interests. This agrees
with Casti’s (2015, 107) contention about “maps as a persuasive tool
in public debates”. Therefore, the cultural politics of maps in the cul-
tural encounter of the Euro-American world and the Yoruba of West-
Central Africa introduced a visual dimension into the representation-
al practices of ethnic and sub-ethnic territoriality.

5 Conclusion

The paper has examined the interlinkage of alternative map appear-
ances and territorial politics in mid-nineteenth-century Yorubéland.
Cartographic styles stress the idea of differentiating appearance,
which bestows confidence in geographical information but maps with
good looks do include symbolic misrepresentations. Regardless of
cognitive errors and cultural misconceptions, the emotional respons-
es to these geographical maps are integral to territorial politics but
there has been little study or no attention to the linkage of map style
and territorial politics in the nineteenth-century maps of West Afri-
ca. In this paper, three maps of Yorubaland, variously executed with
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pleasing and exciting use of graphical elements, reveal symbolic mis-
representations, but still serve as visual prompts in thinking and
acting out alternative territorial interests in the cultural relations
between the Yoruba sub-ethnicities and the Euro-American world.
These maps are vital devices in the nineteenth century territoriali-
sation of Yorubéland, which exemplify the cultural interdependence
of Europeans, Americans and Africans.
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Abstract In this inquiry I build on my previous work on contemporary aesthetics to
engage the media practices and bio-acoustic mappings of cetacean scientists, as well as
fishers’video diaries and sound cartographies of interactions with cetaceans. To these, |
alsojuxtapose a contemporary composer, sound engineer, and media artist’s sonic and
musical records of encounters with these decidedly intriguing marine mammals alas
too often reduced to the adjective ‘charismatic’. Concretely, | zoom in on three media
practices: the sound compositions of Ariel Guzik, founder of the Nature Expression and
Resonance research laboratory, who designs and engineers instruments to communi-
cate with grey whales, sperm whales, and bottle nose dolphins in the Sea of Cortez; the
hydrophone recordings, spectrograms, drone footage, and photo-identifications by a
team of cetacean ethologists and communication scientists who run a research vessel
and a marine ecology lab in the Tyrrhenian Sea; and the multimedia online platforms
of fishers who produce video diaries of potentially fatal interactions with orcas in the
Strait of Gibraltar. These carefully selected and juxtaposed audiovisual practices are the
graphic, acoustic, and musical fragments that compose the curatorial mise-en-scene |
am calling The Strait and The Sea. The reader will also be able to explore some of these
media practices by navigating the links provided in the endnotes.
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Like God, no one could agree what they really looked
like, or what they might be capable of. Whales bore
all of this ignorance on their backs, burdened by
scholars and artists balanced up there. Diirer new
better. He'd been reading about these creatures
since he was a boy.

(Hoare 2012, 15)

Any sound can be made into a radiophonic sound
by the treatment it receives. The sort of sounds
we usually use are electronic sounds of various
sorts, and sounds that are recorded, picked up by
a microphone, everyday sounds, and also musical
instruments.

(Delia Derbyshire, “Sculptress of Sound”)

Music is a mysterious mathematics whose elements
partake of the infinite.
(Debussy 2012, XI)

1 Prelude: Map-Territory Resonances

The design for this essay is an echo of the worlds and territories tra-
versed during my latest inquiry. Like Theremin* player, classical-
ly trained violinist, and electronic music pioneer Clara Rockmore,
I tried to gently touch and adroitly move my fingers in the vicinity
of a singular instrument that enables the performer to generate ee-
rie acoustic patterns and melodies out of an invisible yet percepti-
ble electromagnetic field. What follows is a written piece composed
of images and sounds inspired by the intriguing audiovisual territo-
ries encountered during fieldwork engagements with the media prac-
tices of my most beloved interlocutors. These creative practices not
only render untenable the all-too neat distinctions between the arts
and the sciences,? on the one hand, and between the philosophical

1 “The theremin is an electronic musical instrument controlled without physical con-
tact by the performer (who is known as a thereminist). Patented and invented by Leo
Theremin in 1928 this fascinating monophonic instrument generates electronic pitches
of various volumes that are controlled by the proximity of the player’s hands to metal
protrusions associated with each. Thus, moving the hands closer to or farther away from
the pitch protrusion will result in a higher or lower pitch and moving the hands closer
to or farther away from the volume protrusion will result in a louder or softer volume.
The somewhat eerie quality of the theremin can be heard in many movie soundtracks
in the sci-fi and horror genre in the 1940’s, 1950’s, and 1960’s”. OnMusic Dictionary.

2 The call to straddle the boundaries between the “two cultures”, to borrow C.P.
Snow’s expression, is a staple of contemporary dialogues between the humanities, arts,
and technosciences. Suffice to mention the work of Donna Haraway, Paul Rabinow, Ste-
phen Helmreich, Claire Colebrook, Kriss Ravetto, Todd Meyers, Tobias Rees, Elizabeth
Grosz, Roger Bartra, and Gary Tomlinson, to name only those whose work I have learned
a great deal from. Indeed, inquirers are today increasingly moving playfully between
the sciences and media arts, often animated by an imagination that endeavours towards
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Figure 1l Timpano Marino,acousticinstrumentand music composition.

Ariel Guzik, 2021, Sea of Cortez, Baja California, Mexico.

Although not visible on thisimage, a hydrophone was used to record the artist’s improvised alto saxophone
‘musical offering to the sea’ and to its cetacean inhabitants.

Courtesy of Ariel Guzik

and the scientific, on the other. They also invite a form of navigation
across geographical maps by drifting in them with a kind of love?®
that seldom finds harbour in existing nations and disciplines. Their

the creation of new domains of inquiry. In her Darwinian reflections (2011), Elizabeth
Grosz has called such emerging domains the “inhumanities”, a heterogenous field of
investigation that does not lend itself to being tamed by a single discipline or life form.
Historian of science Mario Biagioli invites us to cultivate “post-disciplinary liaisons”
(2009). Georgina Born (2010) proposes creative inter-disciplinary options between mu-
sicology, the social sciences, and the history of science.

3 Tusethe word ‘love’ for two reasons. First, an empirical reason: the term often arises
in the context of my fieldwork conversations, often in reference to marine environments
and life. Second, in reference to Emily Dickinson’s poem My River Runs Through Thee,
a poem about the plea of a river to be welcomed by her lover, the sea it is flowing into.
“My River runs to thee - Blue Sea - Wilt welcome me? My River wait reply. Oh Sea - look
graciously! [.] Say Sea - take Me?”. The last line of the poem usually closes with either
an exclamation point (!) or interrogation point (?). The undecidedness between interro-
gation and exclamation in Dickinson’s riverine and marine poem evokes matters of hos-
pitality and welcomeness inquirers face as they move between places and disciplines.
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creative energy fuels travels to realms that are both worldly and cos-
mic yet never otherworldly.

One of my interlocutors, the artist, engineer, composer, musician,
and inventor Ariel Guzik, founder of the Nature Expression and Res-
onance Laboratory in Mexico City, remediates the art-philosophy-sci-
ence triumvirate by nourishing it with sources inspired by natural
history, science fiction, and spirituality. Another fieldwork interloc-
utor, the marine scientist, bio-acoustician, and photographer Dr.
Daniela Silvia Pace, with her team of collaborators, has been studying
and monitoring bottlenose dolphins, a species of dolphins described
as “cosmopolitan”. This is the term recruited by the Encyclopedia
of Marine Mammals to designate life forms with a wide geograph-
ic range on the planet. To my knowledge, there are no indications
that the term is here being used (or that it ought to be) in its techni-
cal philosophical declinations, Kantian,* Cynic, Stoic, or otherwise.
To be sure, these dolphins and other marine mammals (pilot whales,
orcas, sea lions) were “conscripted” as “biological assets” by the US
Office of Naval Research and Soviet army (Colby 2020) for all sort of
instrumental reasons - primarily for service missions to recover un-
dersea military equipment® - and therefore belong to the dark lega-
cies and assemblages of the environmental history of the Cold War,
its global order of things, and the ecologically onerous space race (El-
haik 2022). Said differently, the practices of my interlocutors unsettle
the connections between the maps and territories imagined by sci-
entific, political, artistic, and philosophical communities. They have
one foot in the various intermedia worlds of our cosmopolitan order
of things, and the other foot resonating with other realms.

The audiovisual practices of these interlocutors, an artist-engi-
neer-composer, and a team of scientists-bioacousticians-photogra-
phers, are therefore also cosmic, and not only for the aforementioned
geopolitical reasons. Indeed, our current maps and navigation instru-
ments fall short of the pathos out of which the contours of their im-
aginative territories and intensive encounters with marine creatures
emerge and take shape. “The art of reading a sextant”, Ariel Guzik
tells us in his beautiful essay Deriva or Adrift in which he discuss-
es his current design project to engineer the “helmless” ship named
Narcissa - a ship designed to communicate with cetaceans and ma-
rine environments - “surpasses that of reading maps, when it forc-
es us to turn our gaze to the sky, and thus to give the helm to the

4 Cf. Kant 1991.

5 “Technical film reports” and other media materials about these cetacean-led re-
trieval tasks are now available online. One of these is a 1972 film that was part of the
series Moving Images Relating to Military Activities that documents the activities of
Project Deep Ops, a program designed to train orca and pilot whales to assist the US
Navy. The film can be viewed here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1sy05tQfeqM.
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stars”. He further adds: “Perhaps, being adrift is now the most prom-
ising form of transit of all. It overlooks maps, compasses and sex-
tants, and in the unlikely flight forward, it saves us from that worn-
out certainty of science that breaks the mysteries of the world into
pieces. And in a world of a thousand certainties and few mysteries,
maps and navigation instruments no longer make sense”.® Cosmic be-
cause, as an inquirer, my own writings on ‘reveries’ and ‘drifts’” res-
onate with that of these esteemed intercessors who use these terms
in ways that complicate the general semantics of Alfred Korzybs-
ki, author of the widely read and influential Sanity and Science. “A
map is not the territory it represents”, we are told by the author who
would influence a generation of illustrious thinkers interested in ar-
ticulating productive dissonances between Aristotelian and non-Ar-
istotelian systems of thought, from anthropologist Gregory Bateson
(1972) to philosopher of science and of the imagination Gaston Ba-
chelard (1940). Instead, Korzybski further elaborates, “the map has
a similar structure to the territory, which accounts for its usefulness
(Korzybski 1998, 145)”. To symmetrically reverse this statement and
state instead that The Territory is Not the Map would only consist in
inserting an inversion that falls short of the more profound work of
difference. Thanks to stimulating fieldwork encounters and interloc-
utors, I find myself drifting in the interstices between map and ter-
ritory, without the secure helm of representation.

Consequently, our sanity will not consist in recovering, after the
fact, a lost territory. The art of unsettling our maps, with their night-
marish dream of absolute exactitude, will consist in recomposing
and repopulating our world, albeit ephemerally, in the company of
beloved interlocutors whose singular media practices both resonate
with our invisible cities and animate other kinds of scientific rever-
ies. Moreover, this spiral-like voyage would take its cue from the ef-
forts of those ancient and medieval philosophers, mathematicians,
and astronomers (at times also astrologers, Kepler!) whose under-
standing of philosophy as “a way of life” (Hadot 1995) and music as
a “mysterious mathematics” (Debussy 2012) begs for a contempo-
rary reconfiguration of the anthropo-cosmic bond. In other words,

6 “El arte de leer un sextante supera al de la lectura de los mapas, cuando nos fuer-
za a tornar la mirada al firmamento, y asi a ceder el timoén a los astros [.] Quiza derivar
sea ahora la forma de transito mas prometedora de todas. Obvia los mapas, las bruju-
las y los sextantes, y en la improbable huida hacia adelante, nos pone a salvo de esa
desgastada ciencia cierta que rompe en pedazos los misterios del mundo. Y es que en
un mundo de mil certezas y pocos misterios, no tienen ya sentido los mapas y los ins-
trumentos de navegacion”. This unpublished short text was kindly shared with the au-
thor by Ariel Guzik.

7 See Tricontinental Drifts (2012); Strait of Gibraltar: A Reverie in Blue (2020);
Ermenautica (2023)
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a reconfiguration, in new forms and modes, of the severed link be-
tween the music of the spheres® and the politea of a cosmic city. The
inquiries of my interlocutors take place in conceptual and experien-
tial “penumbras” (Bachelard 1940, 113) between map and territory,
and certainly not by privileging physis over techne (or vice versa)
since in the ancient cosmic city “human laws produced by civiliza-
tion are replaced by the universal laws of nature” (Goulet-Caze 2017,
25). Far from being a naturalism in the New Age sense of the term,
the cosmic city yet to come requires a different understanding of the
bond between the new sciences, with their “atomistic intuitions” (Ba-
chelard 2019), and a new spirituality with concrete and practical ex-
ercises. This city would also call for another kind of relationship to
technology and instruments, including the urge, as is the case of Ar-
iel Guzik’s marvellously engineered families of instruments, to build
new ones since most available instruments only keep returning us ei-
ther to imperial exactitude or melancholy over lost territorial bodies.

Unsettled between map and territory, I now find myself inhabit-
ing a space and mode of thought and practice that re-assembles and
re-curates the physical oceanographic maps of cetacean scientists
and the spectrograms of bio-acousticians with the helmless adrift
capsules, invented instruments, and harmonic compositions of Ariel
Guzik whose cosmic reveries and spiritual exercises are spoken in the
idiom of a “cetacean calligraphy” (2019). This mode of thought and
practice requires the cultivation of an ethos, with the understanding
of the term inspired by the Greco-Arab tradition - from Pythagoras
to Al-Kindi to Avempace - that associates ethos (plural ethoi) with
musical modes and moods. To test and be worthy of the multiplici-
ties of modes and moods encountered in the spaces traversed dur-
ing an inquiry is to both wink at previous illustrious essayists® and
to allow oneself to be animated by what I propose to call a “hetero-
ethological” imagination.

8 The astrophysicist Sylvie Vauclair (2013) has even suggested a “new music of the
spheres” in her beautiful study of the resonances and frequencies of stars.

9 Suffice to mention philosophical and anthropological essays such as Claude Lévi-
Strauss’ Tristes Tropiques (1955), Paul Rabinow’s Gerard Richter: Unconsolable Con-
temporary (2018), and Roger Bartra’ El Mito del Hombre Lobo (2023). One can add the
‘reflections’ of illustrious natural scientists, including Stephen Jay Gould’s Ever Since
Darwin: Reflections on Natural History (1977), oceanographer Anouar Aleem’s Concepts
of Marine Biology Among Medieval Arab Writers (1968), and more recently the genre-
defying essays of falconer and historian of science Helen McDonald.
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2 Hetero-Ethologics

In this new ‘inquiry’ (Rabinow; Stravrianaki 2014) I build on my
early fieldwork on critical art and curatorial practices in Mexico
City (2016), as well as on a recent book on contemporary aesthet-
ics (2022).*° In the latter, I had engaged the image work, ethical de-
mands, and existential struggles of contemporary artists who find
their inspiration in natural history, ornithology, and marine worlds. I
now shift my attention to the audiovisual media practices of cetacean
ethologists and communication scientists, as well as fishers’ video di-
aries of interactions with cetaceans. To these, I also juxtapose con-
temporary artists’ sonic and visual records of encounters with these
decidedly intriguing marine mammals alas too often reduced to the
pacified adjective “charismatic”. Concretely, I zoom in on three au-
diovisual media practices: the sound compositions of Ariel Guzik, an
artist who designs and engineers instruments to communicate with
whales and dolphins in the Sea of Cortez; the hydrophone record-
ings, spectrograms, drone footage, and photo-identifications by a
team of cetacean ethologists and communication scientists who run
a research vessel and a bioacoustics lab in Rome alongside the Tyr-
rhenian Sea; and the online platforms of fishers who produce video
diaries of potentially fatal interactions with orcas in the Strait of Gi-
braltar. These carefully selected media practices are the fragments
of actuality and micro-tonalities that compose the curated series I
am calling The Strait and The Sea.

Dubbed ‘curatorial design’ (Elhaik, Marcus 2020), my research
design turns on an assemblage of ethoi or manners of being in
the world that both corresponds and exceeds the terms “scientist”,
“fisher”, “artist”, and “cetacean”. None of these forms and ways of

10 I am indebted to Paul Rabinow and Anthony Stavrianakis’ philosophical-anthro-
pological style of practice and "designs on the contemporary”. In lieu of thinking in
terms of “method” which often results in a moralist economy of “self-justification”, Ra-
binow and Stavrianakis follow a Deweyan understanding of inquiry whereby the in-
quirer moves “adjacently” to situations of conceptual and experiential breakdown. In
both my previous and current work, I have sought to both observe and participate to
situations in which the practices and spaces of curation are undergoing such concep-
tual breakdowns. To this end, I have concretely situated myself alongside fieldwork sit-
uations and conversations that beg for new conceptualization of curatorial practice.
Moreover, these situations draw our attention on other forms and ways of being hu-
man. Such is the mode of conduct and form of truth-seeking of the “anthropologist as
curator” (Elhaik 2016; 2020). Here, I have therefore extended my previous inquiries on
curation to include the practices of cetacean scientists, bio-acousticians, fishers, and
artists who are sound designers. Concretely, [ am testing and searching for emerging
forms and modes of curation in an ecology of marine environments, venues, and sites,
including marine ecology laboratories, artists’ studios, annual congresses for the study
of cetaceans, fisheries institutes, research boats, as well as by involving my fieldwork
interlocutors in the various series and activities I curate at the laboratory I run in UC
Davis, including co-teaching workshops with them.
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life is ethically primed over the other and neither is a representative
of a given ethos, Bildung, character, and culture. However, the or-
der “cetacean”, species individual “Tursiops Truncatus tag number
345”, and vernacular “ese viejo cachalote” are here consistently me-
diated by the domain of human practices we call audiovisual media
(artistic, scientific, amateur). The motion of the inquiry takes place
across a triptych of sites and venues that together forms a transver-
sal mise-en-scene: the Strait of Gibraltar, the Tyrrhenian Sea, and
the Sea of Cortez. This transversality enables me to avoid the pit-
fall of hypostatization which would unduly stabilize the case stud-
ies under examination. In doing so, I steer clear from national-cul-
turalist* ways of mapping vocations and practices, as well as from
symptomatic diagnoses that would read into cetacean-human rela-
tions catastrophic harbingers of extinction or the sublime dawn of
post-human worlds. Attentive to these marine environments’ polit-
ico-ecological dynamics and to technologies currently being test-
ed in marine mammal ethology, communication science, and fish-
eries management, [ am beginning to discern the contours of an
aesthetics of existence animated by a hetero-ethological imagina-
tion. By relying on the tools of bioacoustics, music composition and
theory, as well as those of media studies and media anthropology,
this research also aims to draw the reader’s attention to the inter-
media worlds of those who experience and inquire into cetacean-
human interactions.

During the past two years I have been in conversation with and
learning about marine mammals at the Marine Ecology Lab of the
Environmental Biology department at the Sapienza University of
Rome, as well as from the National Institute of Fisheries in Tan-
giers.*> The marine ethologists and cetacean experts I'm observing
and sailing with in the Tyrrhenian Sea are exploring bottlenose dol-
phins’ sonic repertoire and acoustic behaviour to understand how
they communicate amongst themselves and with other marine life
forms, as well as how they interact with and respond to human ac-
tivities. They also try to understand whether cetaceans’ forms of
sentience, behaviour, and attitudes - their ethoi - may or may not re-
late to the affective lives of humans. Daniela Silvia Pace and Giulia
Pedrazzi, in particular, have been examining “epimeletic” behav-
iours - what we designate as grieving, empathy, altruism - among

11 However, references to media practices taking place in multiple sites and loca-
tions (eg. Belyounech, Ksar Sghir, Fiumicino, Tiber river Estuary, laboratories, insti-
tutes, research vessel) will be specified.

12 For my Podcast with Dr. Mohamed Malouli see Alboran Sea. For a conversation
with Dr. Pace and Giulia Pedrazzi on the venues and media environments of cetacean
research see Cetaceans: All Over the Place. Further collaborations can be found in the
lab’s series The Strait and the Sea.

198

JoLMA | e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,191-212



Tarek Elhaik
The Strait and the Sea

the very iconic species of dolphins studied by the notorious neu-
roscientist John Lilly (1961) in the 1960s and 70s, namely Tursiops
Truncatus, but with completely different objectives (Pace, Pedraz-
zi, Giacomini 2022).

Pace and Pedrazzi’s audiovisual practices and data mappings are
based on a use of various instruments and technologies (drones, pho-
tographic cameras, hydrophones) the aim of which is both to “con-
fer authority” to their observations and maintain an “ambiguity in
the word instrument” (Van Helden, Hankins 1994, 4-5). On the one
hand, sensor-based hydrophones register analog sound signals that
are then digitally converted into visual spectrograms. These are af-
terwards juxtaposed to other visual footage sources - photo-docu-
mentation of dorsal fins and drone footage tracking the movement
of individuals carefully catalogued in data bases - to provide a vis-
ual map and preliminary assessment of the behaviours of “resident”
or “transient” dolphins near the mouth of the Tiber River. The aim of
this sonic and visual data is to ultimately contribute research find-
ings that could advance conservation policy in the central part of the
entity known as The Pelagos Sanctuary for Mediterranean Marine
Mammals, a large marine area placed under a trans-national jurid-
ical arrangement (Italy, France, Monaco). On the other hand, these
scientific instruments fall short of expressing the poetic imagination
of these marine scientists who, like Albert Diirer at the dawn of mo-
dernity, have been interacting with and reading about these crea-
tures since childhood. In other words, their invisible cities and tax-
onomic imagination renders tenuous the rigid art-science division of
creative labour. While looking together at blueish spectrograms of
a “mysterious” sequence of “gulps”, “grunts”, and “squeaks” belong-
ing to a group of vocalizations called “bray-calls” recorded in both
the Tiber estuary on the Tyrrhenian Sea and Mazara del Vallo on the
Strait of Sicily, I could not help but notice Dr. Pace’s awe for bottle-
nose dolphins and their acoustic repertoire. Of sperm whales, whom
she “fell in love with long ago”, Pace often reminds me they are “very
special animals”.

I also have in mind here Pace’s images from her inspiring lec-
ture at AIL, the Anthropology Image Lab I direct at UC Davis. One
of the slides in her presentation drew our attention to the polychro-
matic acoustic maps and graphic scores from the hit album Songs of
Humpback Whales, famously featured on the cover of the celebrated
1971 issue of the journal Science. Sounds graphically shown on these
scores and heard on the album comprise acoustic fragments record-
ed by hydrophones and other bioacoustic instruments belonging to
the Marine Mammal Program of the US Office of Naval Research.
These unsettling scores are not only reminders that humans often
tend to anthropologize cetaceans as musical animals. They also func-
tion as acoustic data maps that complicate the relationship between
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notational and non-notational understandings of sound composition,**
a relationship often used to distinguish classical music from electron-
ic music, Voltage Controlled Oscillator (VCO) sound synthesis, and
the field recordings of ethologists and eco-acousticians. Pace’s slide
was taking us in a realm between musicology and bioacoustics. In-
deed, it was becoming clear that early cetacean scientists who at-
tempted to transcribe the songs of humpback whales did not rely on
the solfeggio notes of the five-line staff notation. Instead, they used a
form of graphic representation related to the medieval notation sys-
tems used in both so-called Western and Eastern music, a system of
inflective marks known as neumas that indicated the general con-
tours rather than the precise pitches, notes, and rhythms to be vo-
calized. If “infographic studies of whales songs” (Deal, Rothenberg
2014) consider cetaceans to be musical animals, I mused half-seri-
ously, then these marine creatures have affinities with both Gregori-
an chants that used neumatic notation to guide singers with their vo-
callevels and electronic composers who compose with spectrograms
and by means of modulated waveforms. At the very least, and beyond
any facile analogy, the graphic scores shown on Pace’s slide are an
occasion to explore the ambiguity and challenge posed to classical
music by electronic composition or bioacoustic mappings.

Dr. Pace is also a consultant and contributor to the marine mam-
mal section of the Atlante degli Habitati dei Fondali Marini del La-
zio, the atlas that maps the habitats, ecosystems, and ocean dynam-
ics of the marine seafloor of the Lazio region alongside the coast of
Rome. In that invaluable resource, one can learn a great deal about
the marine environments from the “symbolic form”** of perspecti-
val thinking. To simply dismiss, as it is customary these days, these
maps, diagrams, and graphs on grounds that they are mere varia-
tions of Mercatorian cartographic techniques and as visual repre-
sentations of spatial relations framed in Euclidian terms would be
to miss out on Korzybski’s complex lessons discussed in the prelude.
The creative work and scientific imagination that sustains Pace and
her team’s engagement with a certain kind of phenomena, such as dol-
phins’ signature whistles, is decoupled from the certainties assumed
to be guaranteed through direct observation. On more than one oc-
casion while on the research vessel, I recall instances of sensorial
mismatch: I could see a graphic representation on the spectrogram
all the while being unable to hear the high frequency vocalizations

13 Contemporary composer and music theorist Richard Beaudoin uses spectrograms
to study the non-notational elements heard during live performances but downplayed by
record producers of iconic musical performances. For more, see his fascinating work on
the sounds of the “creaking chair” (2021) during pianist Glenn Gould’s performances.

14 See Panovsky’s (1997) classic Perspective as Symbolic Form.
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Figure2 Theanthropologistand bio-acoustician discussing the multiplicity of marine sound signals
and their graphic representations on a spectrogram aboard the research vessel sailing
near the Tiber estuary in the Tyrrhenian Sea. © Author

on the headphones. Conversely, I remember vividly situations where
no graphic cue was visible on the spectrogram while I could hear a
cacophony of sounds of unclear multiple provenances (eg. snapping
shrimps). By means of the combined technologies of hydrophones
and headphones, these underwater marine sound signals arrive to
our ears in intermittent waves of shapeless hallucinations the tim-
bre of which is uncapturable by spectrograms. When hearing and lis-
tening to them we enter complex “soundstates”*® that beg for other

15 Stephen Helmreich (2010) refers to media philosopher F. Kittler on the “psyche-
delic” nature of headphone listening. Helmreich conducts fieldwork in underwater en-
vironments and proposes the term “soundstate” as an alternative to “soundscape”. The
latter is the term most of my interlocutors (who are also divers) mobilize to talk about
the acoustic dynamics of marine environments, often by following naturalist and sound-
scape ecologist Bernie Krause’s tripartite understanding of acoustic environments: an-
thropophony (sounds produced by human activities, including sound pollution), geopho-
ny (wind, earthquakes, and so on), and biophony (sounds generated by non-human life-
forms). Indirectly, the notion of soundstate resonates with my reconfiguration of cura-
torial practice into “states of curation” (2016). Ultimately, as Helmreich remarks in an
argument with Tim Ingold, this is more than a question of being for or against “sound-
scapes”, of being experientially immersed versus being detached contemplators, a de-
bate ultimately too concerned with dualisms such as visual vs. sound media, immer-
sive phenomenology of perception with artisanal tools vs. transductive phenomenol-
ogy with scientific instruments, or indeed tiring debates about sensoriality vs. cogni-
tion. It is a matter “of listening to, listening for, listening through, listening- in, listen-
ing out, listening over and listening with. I would add to this listening against: a style
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conceptualizations of curation.

Moreover, human scientists should not be expected to engage a
marine scientist’s sound catalogues and maps by asking them to re-
late to the worlds they traverse and imagine as if they were Calvi-
nos, Borgeses, and so on. Yet, Pace and her team of cetacean scien-
tists have long both welcomed uncertainty and abandoned the drive
to exactitude uninformed commentators imputes to them. They have
not given up on the infinite, as Deleuze and Guattari (1996) too hast-
ily suggest scientists have. Indeed, uninformed commentators of-
ten tend to overlook the complex status of (un)certainty in the visual
representations of maps and mapmaking processes of scientists. In-
stead, I find the attitude, indeed the ethos, of my fieldwork “epistemic
partners” (Holmes, Marcus 2005) quite modest insofar that they wel-
come inexactitude in their statistical interpretations of spectrograms
and the software that underwrites them. To be sure, for them as for
the media anthropologist with a curatorial sensibility, the specter of
positivism looms large. But, it is often unclear what form that spect-
er takes when it takes possession of the thinking and making of the
underwater geophysicists, cetacean scientists, seismologist, etholo-
gist, and marine ecologists who too shuttle back and forth to grap-
ple with their own vertiginous transits between map and territory.
To put it differently, these epistemic partners handle these maps by
introducing a certain uncertainty principle via a subtle and nuanced
articulation and modulation of the relation between “globe, world,
and planet” (Giardini 2013).

Another kind of cartographic poetics is taking place on the fisher
end of the curatorial design, a poetics prefigured in the tradition of
documentary cinema about fishers, of which John Grierson’s Drift-
ers (1929) on the precarious herring industry in the Northern Sea

of anthropology of sound, of transductive ethnography, of theorizing against immer-
sion, of hearing inside, outside and - ultimately - beyond the notion of the soundscape”
(Helmreich 2010, 10). In my own words, it is not only still a question of curating human
practices and ways of life between experience and science, but also a matter of compo-
sition that requires from the anthropologist-as-curator to tune into and broadcast the
complex harmonics and microtonalities of our curatorial designs. The task at hand is
to cultivate the art of curating the lives of those (fishers, scientists, artists, bioacous-
ticians, composers, and so on) who somehow have thrown or found themselves in ma-
rine media environments, assemblages, and mise-en-scene, including the anthropolo-
gist who too have found himself there in different ways and for different reasons. The
aim is therefore to re-curate the technologically mediated soundstates we experience
when we follow and move with/alongside our interlocutors. This re-curation must also
not only rethink our habitual ways of questioning technology. It ought to also take seri-
ously into account the status of signals rather than signs in the linguistic or semiolog-
ical sense of the term. Signals cannot be accommodated by a new semiotics, dualist or
triadic. On this point, see the illuminating work of musicologist Gary Tomlison (2023)
who shifts our attention from meaning-generating signs to “countless organisms that
generate awe-inspiring behavioural intricacies without meaning”.
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Figures3-4 Drawings of Timpano Marino used and sounded in different situations. Courtesy of Ariel Guzik

remains the undisputed precursor. For a number of reasons (sound
pollution, overfishing practices), orcas on both the Spanish and Mo-
roccan sides of the Strait of Gibraltar have been disturbing the prac-
tices of fishers, at times ‘attacking’ their boats, even sinking them,
and therefore endangering their lives. In response, fishers sometimes
retaliate in ways that have been deemed “cruel” and even criminal
by activists and citizen science groups. On a video documenting a
nearly fatal interaction, we see and hear a terrified Bilal Arhoun, a
popular fisher and active internaut, shouting: “Oh Allah, I implore
your protection from these mother fuckers”. Scientists and citizen
science groups eschew the word “attack” preferring instead “inter-
action”. The video diary was later edited by Bilal, posted on his plat-
form with geographical indications, and liked by 17,000 subscribers.
It circulated virally on Youtube'® and other social media platforms,
including that of the citizen science group Okeanos. In a way, these

16 See the complete video on Youtube: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=cMQxmzguudo&t=4s.
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fishers’ video diaries of tense interactions with orcas and bottlenose
dolphins - as well as bewildering sightings of large basking sharks
near the shores - have become both signals and visible evidence of
a disorganized ecology.

From an ethological perspective, various behavioural hypotheses
have been advanced, including play or hunting attitudes transmit-
ted by female adults to young practicing orcas, or learning process
requiring the rehearsal of aggressive techniques on moving targets
that will ultimately be put into action when “depredating” fisher’s
bluefin tuna catch. As recently noted, “orcas who call the Strait of
Gibraltar home feed off endangered bluefin tuna, following their mi-
gration patterns and even interacting with drop-line fisheries to find
food. Like Chinook salmon, bluefin tuna is of high commercial val-
ue to fisheries. Despite how iconic these massive mammals are, or-
cas are difficult to study in the wild. They are classified as ‘Data De-
ficient’ by the IUCN, meaning that there isn’t enough information on
population or distribution to make an accurate assessment of their
conservation status. The only exception is in the case of a small sub-
population of orcas living in the Strait of Gibraltar; they are listed as
‘Critically Endangered’” (Gallagher 2022; emphasis added). Other sci-
entists (perhaps less cautious, certainly less cautious than my inter-
locutors) suggest that Strait orcas have been cultivating an ethos of
“revenge”, a collective call for revolt against humans that gradual-
ly “spread” among this small ecotype and community of 40. This un-
usual attitude towards humans was allegedly “transmitted by a fe-
male orca named Gladis Blanca after a traumatic event” (Monica
Gonzales, CEMMA spokesperson),*” most likely either an injurious
collision with a commercial ship or a fatal collision of her calf with a
cargo ship in this transit zone characterized by relentless maritime
traffic*®* and sound pollution.

From a fisheries perspective, these episodes have practical impli-
cations on binational coastal economies and communities, fishers and
other citizens alike. They also prompt transnational collaborations
about the use of technologies to prevent these interactions from oc-
curring, as well as discussions about more durable mitigating tools
like Marine Protected Areas (MPAs). Mohammed Malouli (2020), an
MPA expert, director of the Institute of National Fisheries Research

17 Interviewed by The Washington Post on YouTube (21 August 2023) to give the per-
spective of the Galicia based organization Coordinadora para o Estudo dos Mamifer-
os Marifios (CEMMA).

18 These kind of incidents in the Strait of Gibraltar are not new and have taken dif-
ferent forms in the past. During World War I, a Brazilian Navy cruiser called the Ba-
hia, on a patrol mission in the Strait, mistook a pod of porpoises for German subma-
rine, firing at and killing them. This incident became known as “The Battle of the Por-
poises”. For more, see Alvarez 2023.
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in Tangiers, and a key interlocutor for my inquiry, has been at the
forefront of these debates. Similar interactions with sail boats have
also been digitally mapped by experts and reported and discussed
on social media, extending this argument beyond fisheries and ha-
lieutic concerns. From an existential perspective, a perspective I find
lacking in these discussions, one can read the fisher’s video diary as
a multimedia event that converts a historical technology of mechan-
ical reproduction - a camera - and a new media platform - a Youtube
channel - into a venue for the remediation of limit-experiences the
ancients called “meditations on death” or “spiritual exercises” (Had-
ot 2022): a kind of fear and trembling that tests the “anthropo-cos-
mic relation” (Bachelard 1964, 4).

These contemporary accounts are new media adaptations of a long
line of cartographic and narrative accounts (mythological, natural-
istic, and scientific) of interactions between cetaceans and humans.
These include texts and fragments of manuscripts from various tra-
ditions. Suffice to mention Aristotle’s History of Animals and Parts
of Animals, with its designation and naming of the genus Cetacea,
a ‘kind’ of leg-less aquatic mammal distinct from both terrestrial
mammals and fishes; Oppian’s description of dolphins and orcas in
his Halieutica, alongside praiseful pages on the techne, skills, and art
of fishermen when these are concerned with ‘beluae’; Pliny the El-
der’s tales of friendly interactions between musically endowed dol-
phins, swimmers, navigators, and fishers; and Al-Qazwini’s section
on oceans in his classic book of world marvels and wonders with its
beautiful illustrations and colourful representations of dolphins as
smiling half-human and half-fish hybrids. Indeed, the plural naming
practices surrounding these marine creatures, invariably marked
as fish or mammals, provides us with a heterogeneity of attitudes, or
ethoi, towards marine environments. It also provides us with tools
and resources for critically “re-curating anthropos” (Elhaik 2016) in
the border zone between taxonomic and mythological imaginations.

In the Sea of Cortez, I've been following and in conversation with
artist Ariel Guzik’s two-decade long “Proyecto de Comunicacion con
Cetéaceos”. Guzik’s long-term dedication to communicating with ce-
taceans brings to the table something different. His concerns are
neither scientific nor halieutic nor ethological. What animates his
inquiry is strictly “spiritual”. He is also inspired by science-fiction.
Guzik views cetaceans as a “civilization”. With a group of collabora-
tors, he has undertaken several expeditions to contact grey whales,
sperm whales, and bottlenose dolphins off the coast of Baja Califor-
nia. In 2007, Guzik completed the construction of an underwater
capsule, Nereida, a musical instrument to interact with cetaceans.
He distinguishes his work from scientific inquiry and is recalcitrant
to generate useful data maps for practical applications. He is only
animated by the ‘intuition’ that “co-existence is in itself a form of
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communication”.*® The founder of the Nature Expression and Reso-
nance Research Laboratory, Guzik is also clear about the techne of
his making process. Even if he uses hydrophones, they are assigned
a marginal role. The Nereid capsule, named after the Greek mytho-
logical sea nymph, is “a different kind of instrument”. It is “not” com-
posed of “sensors”. It uses the acoustic and electromagnetic proper-
ties of its fused quartz crystal membranes, especially the properties
of “harmonic resonance”*® and “optical conductivity”.

His current project consists in the design of a “helmless” vessel
named Narcissa, to which he would attach the musical instrument
Timpano Marino [figs 1,3-4], an underwater drum as intriguing as the
above-mentioned Nereida. One of Narcissa’s features is that it is “de-
signed to drift”. Although often collaborating with scientists - and
although writing unsettling scores combining cetacean calligraphy
with complex electric circuitry - Guzik takes another approach: ce-
taceans invite us in a space and mode of interaction as singular “an-
cestors who have migrated back to oceans” (conversation with the
artist). His cetacean alphabet remixes the tools of classical anthro-
pology, classical physics, and those of science fiction. The tropes of
“encounter” and “contact zone” are key to his endeavour. Interest-
ingly, his engagement with cetaceans overlaps with the current ori-
entation among ethologists who attribute “culture”* to them. Dur-
ing encounters, cetaceans and humans “glance at each other” in the
language of reverberation and resonance. Through instruments “un-
derstood in musical terms”, dolphin and sperm whale echolocations
“cross path” with the resonating capacities of the Timpano Marino,
an instrument serving as a medium through which the artist sends a
musical offering to these migratory inhabitants of the seas. The Tim-
pano Marino emits sounds that might or might not be received, and if
they are answered, they cannot be identified or anticipated as coor-
dinates on spectrograms or on oceanographic and navigation maps.
Encounters are furtive and feel like caresses, whispers, and glanc-
es. In his hetero-ethological imagination, logos is kept to a bare min-
imum, but never shut off given his deep knowledge of physics and
electronics. Yet, Guzik de-instrumentalizes sound recording devices

19 Conversation between Ariel Guzik and Benjamin Mayer Foulkes at the Instituto
de Estudios Criticos 17 in Mexico City. The dialogue took place in June 2015 on the oc-
casion of the institute’s awarding a Doctorado Honoris Causa to Guzik at the Bibliote-
ca Vasconcelos in Mexico City.

20 The reader can listen to Guzik’s sound compositions on the online audio distribu-
tion platform Bandcamp: https://arielguzik.bandcamp.com.

21 While I am not sure how Guzik (and ethologists) would respond to the “post-eth-
nos” orientation of contemporary anthropologists and its call to think “beyond culture”,
cetacean communities for him are no less differentiated. They are composed of a mul-
tiplicity of ethoi (i.e. hetero-ethoi).
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Figure5 Oneofthe manydrawingsand versions of the Nave Narcissa. Courtesy of Ariel Guzik

such as hydrophones and takes away their authority while redeem-
ing their enigmatic, if not hermetic capacities. Attuned to the ques-
tion concerning technology and poetically situated beyond “techno-
phobia and technophilia”,** Guzik’s practice proposes another kind
of cetacean-human co-flourishing. By taking us on the Nave Narcis-
sa [fig. 5] to a cosmic city yet to be accommodated by our maps, his
practice is inviting us to repair, remediate, and perhaps even to re-
create the anthropo-cosmic relation that has been severed by the
still largely dominant instrumental ethos of both scientific practice
and fisheries management policy.

3 Stretto Fuga
Artists, inventors, and composers like Guzik are taking a first step,

as are multi-media fishers, and imaginative cetacean ethologists who
together are recalcitrant to both scientistic uses of technology and

22 Cinema and digital media scholar Kriss Ravetto’s expression.
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science-phobic formulations of artistic creation. To curate this kind
of enigmatic flourishing, to flourish tout court, is to accept that we
live, today, in a conceptual and experiential intermediary zone lo-
cated between biocentric and anthropocentric views of the vivants.
As ethologist Bernie Wiirsig remarked in his keynote address at the
34th Annual Conference of European Cetacean Research:

All of nature is special, as in the concepts of biophilia and natu-
ral goodness’. This is the biocentric view, not at odds with the an-
thropocentric view of conserving nature for the good of humanity,
if we reject the dualist notion that humanity is a separate entity
from nature. As we blend the two, we realize that to truly do good
for nature does good for humans also, and the better stewards of
water environments we become (we are not there yet), the better
chances marine mammals have to thrive. (Marine Mammals, Hu-
mans, and Nature, April 2023)

The anthropological problem of the hetero-ethological imagination be-
gins with, yet reconfigures the philosophical ethos of a “critical on-
tology of ourselves” (Foucault 1984, 45). While I remain committed
to my previous endeavours to curate anthropos (Elhaik 2016) - to cu-
rate “the being that suffers from an excess of hetero-logoi and per-
haps of hetero-ethoi” (Rabinow 2003, 6) - I nonetheless expand the
conceptual cursor of “ethos” to include the manners of being of ce-
taceans. The aim of this curatorial design is two-fold: to juxtapose
audiovisual media practices that together form an unstable arrange-
ment without a centre of gravity, and to test whether we can trans-
form this excess and suffering into co-flourishing: cetacean and hu-
man flourishing. This type of imagination therefore demands from us
to reconceptualize new forms of curation that challenge exhibition
designs at work in art, ethnographic, and science museums and to
think beyond “the exhibition complex of the visual arts” (Smith 2021,
12). In order to eschew naive therapeutics, curation must still be tak-
en up in pharmacological terms: at once poison and antidote. It there-
fore begins with the understanding that curation has its etymologi-
cal sources in a series of ethical, clinical, and spiritual terms - care,
well-being, cure, curare, curé, incurable - that turn on the question
of flourishing in both its eudaemonic** and non-eudaemonic senses.
The first sense takes flourishing as a telos, an end reached through
means, while the second invites us to drift in the manner Ariel Guzik
imagines his helmless marine inventions to harmonically resonate
with cetaceans.

23 “neltiliztli” (Nahuatl), “al-sa’ada” or ‘izdihar’ (Arabic), “haslahah” (Hebrew), and
“felicitas” and “beatitudo” (Latin).
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The re-compositions and hetero-ethological imagination at work
in the audiovisual practices of fishers, artists, and scientists I have
shared in this essay demands other curatorial designs and curato-
rial designers. Perhaps, we need to train a sci-fi inspired and spir-
itually oriented generation of Curators of the Sea who would reani-
mate and reconfigure, from the future, the conceptual personae of
the ancient Curator Aquarum. In Ancient Rome, the Curator Aquar-
um was a public figure responsible for the care of water works and
flows from aqueducts to the city. The Curator did not have any tech-
nical knowledge and relied instead on an assemblage of human prac-
tices: hydraulicians, engineers, artisans, and so on, to make sure that
flourishing and livelihood was secured between the city, the river,
and coastlines. It was a “distributed centred” (Mialet 2019) mode of
curation, one that takes place in a space and mode of thought and
practice in which the anthropological inquirer resonates with his in-
terlocutors and the marine creatures they seek out and follow. To be
concerned with the well-being and flourishing of coastal communi-
ties, the sea, its straits, and marine lives - including the flourishing
of top predators like humans and orcas - is to embrace the task of
creating venues that can host a triptych composed of artists and in-
ventors like Guzik, marine scientists and bioacousticians like Danie-
la Silvia Pace, and multi-media fishers like Bilal Arhoun.

I have learned these provisional insights particularly from me-
dia practices taking place in, near or around straits, with their adja-
cent seas and oceans. They have the capacity to prompt new relation-
ships between mathematics, music, and philosophy by remediating
the ecology of ideas and materials that compose them. Straits, per-
haps, harbour practices that, when juxtaposed with care and ade-
quate curation, renders palpable the topological nature of the cosmic
city dreamt by the Epicurians, the Cynics, the Avempacists, among
others. A strait is above all a composite of marine, coastal, and land-
forms that cannot be grappled with without turning first to the et-
ymological registers of the term (legal, aesthetic, oceanographic).
Etymologically, in Latin, a strait “stems from ‘strata’ from the verb
‘strenere’, which means to pave or build a road, and from ‘strictus’
from the Latin verb ‘stringere’, which means to contract or to re-
strict. The Oxford dictionary defines a strait as a ‘narrow passage of
water connecting two seas or two other large areas of water” (Cami-
nos, Cogliati-Bantz 2014, 112). And, finally, given the fact that the
maps and territories we've traversed in this essay can only be com-
posed and recomposed, a strait cannot be experienced properly with-
out an engagement with its musical etymological register. A Stretto
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Fuga.?” The territories that circumscribe our curated mise-en-scéne
do indeed appear and are named on oceanographic and geopolitical
maps: the strait of Gibraltar and the Alboran Sea, the Tyrrhenean
sea and strait of Sicily, the Sea of Cortez or Gulf of California and
the Pacific Ocean.

Together, these names form the contour of a triptych which de-
manded a fieldwork-specific curatorial and compositional thinking.
You might perhaps recall Dziga Vertov and his The Man with the Mov-
ie Camera (1929) who created a futuristic cinematic city by montag-
ing and synthesizing fragments of actuality filmed in four different
cities. Montage is both sensible and insensible to Maps that are not
Territories and Territories that are not Maps. It is both a “cinematic
metaphor” (Marcus 1995) and a key practice for the media anthro-
pologist as curator. The straits and seas composed here are cinemat-
ic in that they retain yet transform the actual straits and seas ex-
perienced by the inquirer at various intervals and instants during
the inquiry. They are also musical insofar as the media practices of
the bio-acousticians, fishers, and artist-engineer making up this cu-
ratorial design can be likened to the frequency knobs of a modular
synthesizer or the multiple tracks on a digital audio workstation. If
arranged contrapuntally and played sequentially, they sound like a
radio documentary that unsettles and resonates with the worlds of
both the inquirer and his interlocutors.
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Anoticeable decrease in common sense in any given
community and a noticeable increase in superstition
and gullibility are therefore almost infallible signs
of alienation from the world.

(Arendt 1998, 209)

1 Introduction

How do we map the world? From a philosophical point of view, this
question initially points to the problem that by ‘world’ we do not mean
the earth. The world is not an object. As an idea, it points to what de-
termines us as human beings. This distinction is further clarified us-
ing Hannah Arendt’s thoughts on the conditionality of human beings.

Subsequently, Walter Benjamin and his theory of art and tech-
nology are used to scrutinise the task of mapping in the digital age.
In particular, the representation of something that is not given as a
measurable object, but is only brought into being through our actions,
brings with it difficulties that point to the field of art. Further, Nel-
son Goodman'’s theory of art and symbols, in contrast to Benjamin,
enables a clear analysis of what it means, when the question of how
the world is, shifts to wanting to show each other what the world is
like. Showing each other the world is the basis of important pillars
of human existence such as community, a sense of reality and orien-
tation in action and planning.

However, a more detailed analysis of these areas of common sense
and their connection to the aesthetics of cartography would go be-
yond the scope of this text. Therefore, the focus below is on the sym-
bolic and allegorical reference systems which, with a view to Benja-
min and Goodman, form the prerequisite for showing each other the
world by means of cartography.

2 The Presence of the World

The confusion between the earth and the world becomes particularly
clear in cartography. The Earth can be mapped using satellites and
sonar technology. The topography of its surface, including the deep
sea, will be fully mapped in the next few years, making it possible
to visualise the globe as a planet in its entirety as a surface struc-
ture. The borders of countries on a world map, on the other hand, are
not the result of measurements. Their changes are not the outcome
of natural processes but arise from wars and exist in treaties. Nei-
ther satellites nor sonar help to determine them and, contrary to the
question of the completeness and timeliness of the measured data,
the question of the validity of the country borders of a world map can
arise spontaneously. In this way, the world maps with their nations
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and continents are a first indication that the idea of the world encom-
passes more than just a planet.

This aspect becomes clearer when we consider the geopolitical
significance of the way world maps are depicted. Which country is at
the centre and which at the edge, who is at the top and who is at the
bottom - such questions point to the possibility of geopolitical fram-
ing in the representation of the world as a map of countries.* We are
not confronted with different worlds, but with the same world viewed
from different perspectives. In this sense, the concept of the world
does not describe an objective thing, but rather areas of validity and
ways of looking at things.

This tension between the earth and the world also preoccupied
the thinker Hannah Arendt in her 1958 written book The Human Con-
dition. For her, the “human condition as a whole” goes beyond the
conditions of human life on earth. She writes: “Whatever enters the
human world of its own accord or is drawn into it by human effort be-
comes part of the human condition. The impact of the world's reality
upon human existence is felt and received as a conditioning force”
(Arendt 1998, 9). Anyone who wants to make a map of the world is,
in Arendt’s sense, faced with the task of using aesthetic and techni-
cal means to depict the “conditioning force” for humans, the feeling
that we describe as ‘world’. Accordingly, the world is regarded as a
subjective experience that exists under collective conditions. Arendt
writes: “To live together in the world means essentially that a world
of things is between those who have it in common, as a table is locat-
ed between those who sit around it; the world, like every in-between,
relates and separates men at the same time” (52). The world as the
place where people live together thus reveals itself as a medial phe-
nomenon of mutual networking.? In this sense, the world grows with
the increasing digital networking of people.

The earth as an object of the imagination, on the other hand, is
shrinking, as Arendt emphasises. In the satellite-based mapping of
the globe in the twentieth-century, she sees the overcoming of “the
infinite horizons, which were temptingly and forbiddingly open to all
previous ages” (250). This shows that “[m]en now live in an earth-
wide continuous whole where even the notion of distance, still inher-
ent in the most perfectly unbroken contiguity of parts, has yielded be-
fore the onslaught of speed” (250). In this sense, the world no longer

1 In analogy to the relationship between world view and national borders, compre-
hensive research on the relationship between the world and urban planning is based
on Walter Benjamin, in particular on his unfinished work Passages. From the current
debate, the following essay draws an interesting link between the city, cartography
and world view cf. Akkerman 2016.

2 Acritical examination of the social dimension of Arendt’s concept of ‘world’ can be
found in Gémez 2016.
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grows in terms of its earthly spatial extent, since the earth has been
completely discovered and is accessible in its entirety through the
technological means of mobility. Even the open and inaccessible ho-
rizons of the universe, which are mapped with telescopes and thus
become concrete, are increasingly losing their claim to infinity in the
modern view of the world. However, this ‘shrinking’ of the earthly
conception of the world from a seemingly infinite horizon to a con-
crete and cartographically mapped planet does not diminish the ex-
tent to which the world is growing through the increasing cultural
networking of people.

As a collective and medial phenomenon, the world is given its
space not only by analogy with the globe and the universe, but gen-
uinely through the public space of action and communication. The
presence of things and ideas in the world is based between experi-
ence and information. People leave their next generation not only
a globe and its nature, but also a cultural stock of objects, beliefs,
and knowledge. This cultural heritage connects and unites people
through the production and use of things, but also through shared
beliefs and common knowledge. For Arendt, this means that “[i]f the
world is to contain a public space, it cannot be erected for one gen-
eration and planned for the living only; it must transcend the life-
span of mortal men” (Arendt 1998, 55). This permanence of the public
space gives rise to the so-called ‘man-made world’ of human artifice.
Arendt emphasises:

The man-made world of things, the human artifice erected by ho-
mo faber, becomes a home for mortal men, whose stability will en-
dure and outlast the ever-changing movement of their lives and
actions, only insomuch as it transcends both the sheer function-
alism of things produced for consumption and the sheer utility of
objects produced for use. (162)

Cartography plays a special role in this production of things. It is
what enables people to orientate themselves in their environment
and the world around them. At the same time, maps of the world re-
fer to that what stands in opposition to the ‘ever-changing movement’
of human existence. The validity of a map is in tension with its actu-
ality. The danger of a map is that it could become outdated. But the
moment a map goes beyond its pure functionality and usefulness as
a commodity, it transcends its temporality and becomes a work of
art and cultural heritage itself, whereby for Arendt, “because of their
outstanding permanence, works of art are the most intensely world-
ly of all tangible things” (167).

The presence of the world as a media network, as a public space
but also as cultural heritage is in a tense relationship between tran-
sience and permanence. The actuality of maps plays a special role
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here. Overcoming this dependence on the ‘ever-changing movement’
of human existence in the context of art and cultural heritage thus al-
so gives cartography the opportunity to be a component of the shared
world beyond objects of daily use.

Arendt has shown that maps of the world can represent more than
the typical world maps with their continents and national borders. It
has become clear that the concept of the world refers to more than
just the globe. This raises the question of how cartography can relate
to media networking, public space and cultural heritage, and thus to
the man-made world, and therefore requires a search for mapping
methods that lie beyond the measurement of the world.?

3 The Appearance and the Essential

In cartography, a distinction must be made between the depiction of
an appearance and the representation of the essential. While, for ex-
ample, the appearance of the globe in terms of its topography will be
completely depicted as a 3D model in the coming years, the essence
here comprises the representation of the differences in altitude. The
visual processing of the topography is carried out according to its es-
sence in structures and colours that convey gradients and metres in
altitude. Regarding the phenomenon of the world as a conditioning
force, the question of the method of capture arises analogously. We
cannot measure the world like a stretch of land but must observe it
as a conditioning force and sharpen its perception as an in-between
or as a medium between people. The epistemological prerequisites
for this can be found in the art and cultural theory of Walter Benja-
min, who was a close friend of Hannah Arendt.

In his approach to art theory, Benjamin assumes that the human
world - philosophically mediated - is represented in symbols and
allegories. In his dissertation “Der Begriff der Kunstkritik in der
deutschen Romantik” (The Concept of Art Criticism in German Ro-
manticism) from 1920, he emphasised that “nature and art [...] are
continuums of reflection, media of reflection” (Benjamin 1991a, 707).*
To this end, he distinguishes between observation and perception. He
places the scientific experiment in a tense relationship to the mag-
ical observation of nature in the sense of the Romantics - above all
Novalis, whereby he emphasises that Novalis extends the theory of

3 Regarding the cultural and social aspects of Arendt’s understanding of the world,
the discussion of her references to the earth as nature and the world as a force condi-
tioning nature was excluded. For further reading the following is recommended Can-
navo 2015.

4 “Natur und Kunst sind Kontinuen der Reflexion, Reflexionsmedien”. Unless other-
wise stated all translations are by the Author.
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the observation of nature to a theory of the observation of spiritual
entities. The media of nature and art thus find a dialectical identity
within the framework of this tension between perception and obser-
vation (cf. Benjamin 1991a, 60 f.). The poles of this dialectic can be
subsumed under the fields of natural science and philosophy of art.
In his dissertation, Benjamin thus already sketched out lines of re-
search that can be traced right through to his late work. In his fur-
ther development, he is not only critical of systematic philosophy, but
also reflects critically on his early references to Romanticism.* Re-
garding the cartography of the world, Benjamin’s references to the
philosophy of art in particular need to be worked out more closely in
this context, whereby the tense relationship to natural science and
thus to the cartographic representation of measurements serves as
a productive contrast.

Eight years after his dissertation in 1928, Benjamin published his
habilitation thesis - the so called “Trauerspielbuch” (The Origin of the
German Tragic Drama). In it, he formulates a direct criticism of the ide-
as of the Romantic aesthetes, to whom he had previously been affirm-
ative. It is the distinction between symbol and allegory that motivates
his criticism. Benjamin speaks of the “rule of a usurper”, a “fraudulent
use”, of the “misuse of form analysis and content aesthetics” and ulti-
mately of a “distorted concept of symbol” by the Romantics (cf. Ben-
jamin 1991b, 336 f.) He assumes that “where the ‘appearance’ of an
‘idea’ is addressed as a ‘symbol’ in a work of art[,] [t]he unity of sen-
sual and supersensual object, the paradox of the theological symbol,
is distorted into a relationship of appearance and essence” (336).° He
wants to counteract this distortion with his criticism.

Benjamin therefore introduces the differentiation between a sym-
bolic reference to appearance and an allegorical reference to essence
as part of his critique. Exemplary for the former is the “adamitic nam-
ing”, i.e. the labelling of things with proper names (217). A fundamental
process for cartography. This symbolic character of the word, under-
stood as a name, is countered by the allegorical reference. Benjamin
uses the examples of Goethe and Schopenhauer to analyse how the con-
cept of allegory is understood in classicism as a counterpart to symbol-
ic denotation (338 f.) The allegory is understood here as an expression
for a concept that underlies a work of art, whereas the symbol refers
to its idea. According to Benjamin, these classicist and romantic mis-
understandings persist into the modern age (cf. Benjamin 1991b, 339).

5 Adetailed discussion of Benjamin'’s concept of allegory, based on historical and con-
temporary Romanticism, can be found in Carr 2017.

6 “Denn dieser Mibrauch findet, und zwar iiberall da, statt, wo im Kunstwerk die
‘Erscheinung’ einer ‘Idee’ als ‘Symbol’ angesprochen wird. Die Einheit von sinnlichem
und iibersinnlichem Gegenstand, die Paradoxie des theologischen Symbols, wird zu ei-
ner Beziehung von Erscheinung und Wesen verzerrt”.
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He concludes from his studies in contrast to the classicist and roman-
tic understanding that the symbol is used as a symbolic correspond-
ence and representation, whereas the allegory represents a dialecti-
cal technique and form of expression (340 ff.) For Benjamin, we label
and name with symbols. “Allegories”, on the other hand, “are in the
realm of thought what ruins [are] in the realm of things” (354).” They
correspond to a dialectical process of emergence, which requires an
already existing symbolism as a prerequisite. In other words, the aes-
thetic technique of allegory represents an appearance that is only an
allusion to unambiguous representation via symbolism. This is com-
parable to the construction of a temple in ancient times (the unambig-
uous symbol) and its appearance today as a temple ruin (the allegory
of time). Consequently, allegories link a pre- and post-history within
themselves. They thus circumscribe an origin. Similarly, the temple
ruin refers to the former building as well as to the history of the build-
ing’s existence and decay, even if it is impossible for it to represent the
entirety of this history in the sense of an image.

In this sense, a world map with its national borders is an allegory
of the political history of mankind. In them we are confronted with
the prehistory of their political validity, just as they are the basis
for future planning. At the same time, analogous to the temple ru-
in, they are not a representation of the actual action. Just as no reli-
gious ritual takes place in the temple ruin, but is only present in ret-
rospect, the boundary lines of the world map do not show a political
discourse, but its solidified ‘ruin’ of validity.

It is this processual and historical dimension that characterises al-
legory as an important art technique. The ruin perspective on an art
form refers to the use of the medium in which it takes place. Benja-
min also describes this as an actualisation corresponding to the now’
(358). The symbolic details at the moment of the artwork’s creation
appear in this perspective as allegories for the history of ideas that
has since passed. Applied to cartography, this becomes particularly
clear when comparing historical maps. While in the symbolic view
the symbols stand for concrete, valid data, when leafing through his-
torical maps of the same region one changes to an allegorical view.
The symbols become references to changes in the world. In this way,
every time a cartographically relevant data set is updated, its previ-
ous representation becomes a ‘ruin’. With the ruin perspective, Ben-
jamin’s method creates a link between appearance and essence. By
viewing them as ruins, the former symbols are actualised in the al-
legorical view of the present.®

7 “Allegorien sind im Reiche der Gedanken was Ruinen im Reiche der Dinge”.

8 The following work is highly recommended for a detailed reconstruction of Benja-
min’s arguments Palmier 2019.
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Here, the process of actualisation is tied to the present of the re-
cipient. From an epistemological point of view, the symbolic correct-
ness of a country line on a map from the eighteenth century remains
valid today as long as it was valid at the time of its creation. In this
sense, its appearance is coherent. However, the essential aspect to
which this line refers, namely its political validity, requires an alle-
gorical consideration of its pre- and post-history.

The link between these levels of observation is the concept of
the medium. On the medial level, the representation takes on a his-
torical and actualising aspect, namely the allegorical (cf. Benjamin
1991b, 336). This linking of historical factual content qua symbol-
ism and philosophical truth content qua allegorical reflection forms
the core of Benjamin’s aesthetic epistemology. Starting from scien-
tific correctness, cartography succeeds in becoming a medium for
revealing the world in allegorical perspective. The aspect of mere
usefulness as a tool for representation and planning is supplemented
by an artistic perspective. Such a world map allegorically refers to
the historical point of view of its creation and places this in tension
with the moment of its reflection. The question of the correctness of
its symbols becomes the question of the truth of its validity. Before
this link between allegorical view of the mapping of the world in the
context of digital cartography is examined in more detail, the sym-
bolic foundations on which every allegory is based need to be ana-
lysed more closely.

4 Representation as a System

In Languages of Art (1968), Nelson Goodman examines the question
of the interface between sensual and intellectual representation. In
his main work of art theory, he is interested in the reception of the
work as well as the notation of art in the process of creation. In this
context, he describes his approach as the search for a “general the-
ory of symbols” (Goodman 1968, XI). He breaks down the concep-
tual framework of a specific symbol theory or the context of refer-
ence into a system of classification, i.e. logically linked categories.
He describes the two basic modes of this systematisation as picto-
rial representation (depiction) and verbal description - for example,
a newspaper picture and its subtitle. He notes that representation
and description are characterised by different types of classification,
namely by means of pictorial or verbal labels. However, these labels
do not represent through similarity, but through denotation (5). This
means that a relationship is created between the newspaper image,
subtitle and photographed situation, whereby neither the photograph
nor the words are similar to the real situation, but in the system of
the daily newspaper they refer to a journalistic representation of
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the event in the article. Goodman states: “Application and classifica-
tion of a label are relative to a system; and there are countless alter-
native systems of representation and description” (Goodman 1968,
40). The event represented journalistically in the newspaper image
could therefore also be represented and described as an oral nar-
rative with fantastic embellishments in a lyrical work or as an emo-
tional report by a contemporary witness in a video message. In each
case, the same newspaper image is used as a label for the event in
different systems of representation.

Similarly, different world maps can be generated from the same
data set, for example with Europe or Australia at the centre. If there
is no ‘verbal description’ or labelling, the map speaks for itself as an
image. This creates the problem of relating the labelling to a possibly
unknown or at least ambiguous system of representation and descrip-
tion. Goodman attempts to promote insight into and understanding
of systems of representation with regard to this problem by means
of his symbol theory. To this end, he argues in favour of the central
position of representation in his symbol theory. He understands rep-
resentation in such a way that it is unequal to an imitation, “that no
degree of similarity is required between even the most literal picture
and what it represents” (46). There does not have to be any similarity
between ‘what’ is represented and ‘how’ it is represented, because

[n]othing is intrinsically a representation; status as representa-
tion is relative to symbol system. A picture in one system may be
a description in another; and whether a denoting symbol is rep-
resentational depends not upon whether it resembles what it de-
notes but upon its own relationships to other symbols in a given
scheme. (226)

Here, it is important to note that Goodman differentiates between
analogue and digital symbol schemes. Both are regarded as catego-
ries for possible symbol systems, which he distinguishes by the fact
that the former are “syntactically and semantically dense” or rather
“undifferentiated in the extreme” and the latter “are one-one corre-
lated with compliance-classes of a similarly discontinuous set”. Such
quantised digital symbol schemes are therefore “notational” (160 f.).
Goodman'’s differentiation between analogue and digital symboliza-
tion can be illustrated, for example, using a clock hand, as the move-
ment of the second hand represents an analogue symbol for the pas-
sage of time, whereas the clock face, as a notation of time in hours
and minutes, introduces a digital aspect via quantisation. Therefore,
it usually allows the time to be read according to the speed of the
hands as well as the recorded units and thus in an analogue and dig-
ital scheme. A digital clock, on the other hand, in which the time dis-
play literally scrolls through its numbers or jumps from one second
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to the next, only emphasises the consistently discontinuous and dif-
ferentiated aspect of digital symbol schemes. In this sense, hand-
drawn maps are also digital symbol schemes of an analogue world.
Understood in this way, the epistemological basis of cartography is
not only revealed in abstraction and summarisation but primarily a
translation of analogue situations into digital data points.

If we look at the technical possibilities of today’s cartography
from this epistemological basis of translation between analog and
digital, the question of the 1:1 problem as in Berge’s 1946 short sto-
ry Del rigor en la ciencia (On Exactitude in Science) no longer arises
for the spatial size of the map or the so called Bonini-paradox (1971)
of the complexity of the representation. By separating the digital da-
ta points as a representative symbol system from the dynamic rep-
resentation in the user interface, any number of details can be given
in the data set without this complexity having a static influence on
their cartographic representation.® Thereby, zoom and filter systems
can dynamically adjust the complexity according to the representa-
tion. Consequently, it is no longer a problem that “A city map that as-
pired to represent every traffic light, every pothole, every building,
and every bush and tree in every park would threaten to become as
large and as complex as the city that it depicted” (Scott 2020, 87).
Today, the translation of analogue cities into digital twins is based
on precisely this aspiration.

Goodman understands the transformation from analogue to digital
as a definition of the degree of fineness of discrimination. This takes
place by deriving a digital fixation, for example in the form of a unit
of measurement, from an analogue exploration phase (cf. Goodman
1968, 161 f.). For the mapping of the world, this means questioning
the exploration of the conditionality of the human being in terms of
how it can be represented in digital fixation.

While the degree of fineness of discrimination in satellite pro-
jects for mapping the earth corresponds to the quality of the meas-
uring instruments, socio-cultural data sets face the problem of an
analogue exploration phase of situational observation. In this case,
aesthetic experience takes the place of the objective measuring in-
strument. Goodman writes:

[T]hat aesthetic experience is dynamic rather than static. It in-
volves making delicate discriminations and discerning subtle rela-
tionships, identifying symbol systems and characters within these
systems and what these characters denote and exemplify, inter-
preting works and reorganizing the world in terms of works and

9 The tension between large amounts of data and the complexity of their visualisation
was lately empirically investigated in: Gedicke, Jan-Henrik Haunert 2023.
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works in terms of the world. Much of our experience and many
of our skills are brought to bear and may be transformed by the
encounter. The aesthetic ‘attitude’ is restless, searching, test-
ing - is less attitude than action: creation and re-creation. (Good-
man 1968, 241 f.)

This makes it clear that the digital fixation of a cartography of the
world is ideally a dynamic one. It recalls the perspective emphasised
by Kitchin and Dodge that maps “are not ontologically secure repre-
sentations but rather a set of unfolding practices” (Kitchin, Perkins,
Dodge 2009, 21). Especially since the technological progress of the
computer technology has made it possible today to create maps with
data sets that are updated almost in real time. In addition, data col-
lection in the socio-cultural field via digital media is the result of a
restless searching and testing attitude. With regard to Goodman, the
aesthetic field of experience is not only about the accuracy of the data
sets but also about their interpretation. Therefore, the cartographer’s
scientific approach is complemented by the aesthetic act of catego-
rising and linking data with a system of symbols. The related task of
representing the data with the symbolic system as a map evokes the
tense relationship between correct representation and the commu-
nication of a truth, as already mentioned by Benjamin. However, rep-
resentation and communication do not refer to a static object in this
case, but to worldly and thus dynamic phenomena. In their situational
observation, an aesthetic experience is conveyed whose interpretation
depends on the perspective and the horizon of ideas of the observer.

5 Cognition and Truth

From an epistemological perspective, Benjamin’s view on ideas is cru-
cial. In his theory, they do not comprise the concepts or laws of phe-
nomena but refer to their configuration. He writes: “Ideas relate to
things as constellations relate to stars” (Benjamin 1991b, 214).*° A
constellation of stars, for example, refers to a bear or a chariot with-
out depicting or describing them. For Benjamin, anyone who asks
about the ideas behind things is not aiming for a conceptual realisa-
tion of things. In other words, he does not try to use a telescope to
find out what certain stars have to do with bears but approaches an
original truth about the idea that reveals itself in the configurations
of astronomical phenomena.

While Goodman, for example, assumes that aesthetics is about
gaining cognition: “The primary purpose is cognition in and for itself;

10 “Die Ideen verhalten sich zu den Dingen, wie die Sternbilder zu den Sternen”.
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the practicality, pleasure, compulsion, and communicative utility all
depend upon this” (Goodman 1968, 258). Benjamin endeavours to
clarify the relationship of aesthetics to truth: “Truth never enters into
arelation and especially not into an intentional one. The object of cog-
nition as a conceptual intention is not truth. Truth is an intentionless
being formed from ideas” (Benjamin 1991b, 216).** And he goes on to
emphasise: “Truth does not exist as a meaning that would find its de-
termination through empiricism, but as the force that shapes the es-
sence of this empiricism in the first place” (216).** For him, truth is
that which characterises sensory perception. It therefore guides aes-
thetic apperception and thus helps to shape what is perceived. Benja-
min’s view goes beyond the question of identifying the correct sym-
bol system on the aesthetic object and emphasises the clarification of
the ideas conveyed. In this way, a map that depicts a worldly phenom-
enon, unlike a land map, is not faced with the question of the most
useful scale. For a world map, Benjamin’s perspective makes it clear
that whether Europe or Asia is at the centre of a world map is not an
opinion that can be determined by empiricism. A world map thus re-
fers to an idea of the world or a possible world view. The truth of the
map shapes the expression of this idea. It therefore does not appear
to be absolutely or relatively correct, but as a perspective view. For
Benjamin, this allegorical questioning of a truth beyond right and
wrong symbolises the decisive principle of the aesthetic approach,
namely the dialogue between experience and medium.

Benjamin describes truth as an immersion in unique constellations.
An aspect that Goodman also mentions in the context of the refine-
ment of exemplification and presents as an endless search (cf. Good-
man 1968, 238 f.) In his critique of cognition, Benjamin, in contrast
to Goodman, understands truth as “unquestionable” and presents it
as something that becomes transparent through the configuration of
being (cf. Benjamin 1991b, 209) In this context, “unquestionable” re-
fers to the fact that it cannot be achieved cognitively as an answer to
a question, but only emerges or crystallises in spontaneous monadic
revelation, to use Benjamin’s jargon. While cognition reveals some-
thing previously unclear, truth reveals what is sought by means of
the form of its representation. In other words, cognition is defined
conceptually and truth is shaped in the way it is presented. From
Benjamin’s perspective, the way in which a map is presented, which
nowadays also includes its digital user interface, therefore does not

11 “Wahrheit tritt nie in eine Relation und insbesondere in keine intentionale. Der Ge-
genstand der Erkenntnis als ein in der Begriffsintention bestimmter ist nicht die Wahr-
heit. Die Wahrheit ist ein aus Ideen gebildetes intentionsloses Sein”.

12 “Nicht als ein Meinen, welches durch die Empirie seine Bestimmung fande, sondern
als die das Wesen dieser Empirie erst pragende Gewalt besteht die Wahrheit”.
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originate from a process of cognition, but encompasses a search for
a possible truth - a revelation in the artistic sense.

The search for truth and its representation in the work of art cor-
respond when what is aestheticised in the artificial object becomes
transparent through the observation of the object as a medium. In
contrast to a symbolic decoding, as presented by Goodman, Benja-
min emphasises the search for truth within the aesthetically medi-
alised object as a configuration of transparent layers. Instead of an
exemplification, the recipient is thus confronted with a configuration
in the work. For the cartography of worldly phenomena, this would
mean that it does not depict these phenomena or show them as they
are but represents them by asking the viewer a question in the sense
of a search for truth by means of a configuration.

According to Benjamin’s theory, the design technique of allego-
ry provides a clue to what is to be signified. In other words, it does
not represent it, but brings the seeker closer to what is behind the
allegorical constellation via suggestions. Goodman’s idea of an un-
derstanding of design and reception not as a question of aesthetic
attitude, but as action, for example, also refers to this allegorical as-
pect - even if Goodman does not mention the concept of allegory, al-
though it is correlated with symbolization. As follows, these theories
can be summarised: symbols are references that are as unambigu-
ous as possible in the sense of identification, which can be related
to each other in a system, whereas allegories describe constructive
acts of searching and pointing.

Worldly Maps understood in this way therefore do not depict a meas-
urement of an object but represent a phenomenon by means of an iden-
tifiable system of symbols. The way in which such a map is depicted
and viewed is based on a medium that allows constructive actions, the
allegorical result of which mediates between the viewer’s search and
the map’s clues. With a view to the mediality of the maps and thus al-
so to their materiality, for example the ‘mappae mundi’ on parchment
showed a world view. They were “based more on fiction than fact,
were a way of visualizing a world yet to be charted. Yet they provided
the most accurate maps of the time and helped shape European intel-
lectual life for more than three hundred years” (Desimini, Waldheim
2016, 7). Their searching and pointing were dedicated to questions of
worldly orientation. The paper maps of the modern age, on the other
hand, were primarily used for navigation and thus for finding routes
and spatial orientation. It is only through the digital maps of the twen-
ty-first century that a mediality of cartography comes to light, whose
constructive actions allow for a wide spectrum of allegorical acts. De-
pending on the filter settings, the same data set in the same user inter-
face can, for example, produce a map of navigation or a map of a world
view. Maps have always been interactive in this sense, but it was only in
the age of technical reproducibility that they also became responsive.
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This is particularly evident in the technology of digital twins. “Digi-
tal Twins are virtual representations of the real world that incorpo-
rate physical objects, processes, relationships, and behaviours. Digital
twins are used to represent accurate historical state, to observe and
monitor performance, and to explore or predict future state” (Andrews
2021). Therefore they offer a dense identifiable system of symbols as
good as wide range for constructive actions in an allegorical sense. In
terms of the history of cartography, they symbolise the transition from
maps on paper to mapping with digital user interfaces. However, the
dynamic interaction made possible by this requires the user to adopt a
different attitude to reception than was previously the case with stat-
ic maps. Accordingly, the question of the reception of digital or, more
precisely, digitised world maps needs to be examined.

6 Reproduction and Distraction

Regarding digital user interfaces in cartography and their content
such as a digital twin of a city, it is important to clarify the connec-
tion between medium and reception. The fact that when we receive
something tactilely, i.e. by using it instead of looking at it, a non-con-
templative case of reception occurs, is according to Benjamin exem-
plary of the aesthetic upheavals of the twentieth-century and goes
along with the age of technical reproducibility.*® In this age, the in-
dustrial means of production in the form of media equipment and art
techniques brought about a profound change in the capacity for ap-
perception (cf. Benjamin 1991c, 505) Benjamin argues that contem-
plation as an attitude of reception is in regression and that in the
twentieth-century, distraction becomes primarily the direction of at-
tention towards the optically and tactilely received technical repro-
duction. The contemplative decoding of aesthetic experience thus un-
dergoes a change to the effect that, instead of identification, there is
a dispersed attention that perceives and appropriates the artwork or
design object not as an object of contemplation but as a medium of in-
teraction. Against this background, if we compare the contemplative
attitude with looking at a globe and the distracted attitude with inter-
acting with a google map, for example, it becomes clear how zooming
in and out on the globe requires mental concentration and deepens
contemplation, whereas interaction with the digital map takes place
somewhere between tension and boredom. This refers to the typical
sensations of a distracted attitude of reception, as is particularly ev-
ident in film (cf. Benjamin 1991c, 505).

13 Amore in-depth look at Walter Benjamin’s media theory and its context in the twen-
tieth-century can be found in Kang 2014.
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The conditions of aesthetic reception established on the basis of
Benjamin’s theory and its distinction between cognition and truth as
well as between symbol and allegory stand in contrast to Goodman'’s
cognitivist theory of symbols. According to Benjamin, the change in
apperceptive mediation in the context of the age of technical repro-
ducibility goes hand in hand with the observation that the linking of
a dispersed reception with the allegorical form of design corresponds
to the aesthetic handling of apparatuses. By using computer tech-
nology to design user interfaces for cartography, we not only enable
Goodman'’s central cognitive engagement with a map in contempla-
tion, but also create possibilities for interaction with the map, which
in its aesthetic experience enables an allegorical search for truth.

7 Cartography and the Digital World

The question of mapping the world has led us to understand the world
as a human condition. Contrary to the earth, the world does not con-
sist of stardust, but of ideas and things with which people create an
‘in-between’. Networked in this way, the world grows in particular
through the means of technical reproducibility. From the question of
what the world is, the philosophical gaze then turned to the question
of how the world is. With Walter Benjamin, it was expressed as a phe-
nomenon between ideas, names, and concepts in the symbols and al-
legories that we show each other. Based on symbolization, which, in
Nelson Goodman'’s words, begins in representation and not in depic-
tion, it became clear how analogue and digital reference systems dif-
fer. The quantised analogue world, captured as a data point, is fixed
and schematised in its differentiations. In the context of a cartogra-
phy of the world, the aim is to link a system of symbols not with the
quality of a measuring instrument, but with aesthetic experience. Ac-
cordingly, the ideal mode of representation is a dynamic event.** This
symbol theory was then expanded by Benjamin’s understanding of al-
legory as a configuring action. It accompanies a search for truth in-
stead of making empirical statements. Its perspective reveals a ho-
rizon of ideas or allows ideas to become transparent. With a view to
today’s maps and digital twins conveyed in digital user interfaces,
the question of the attitude of reception arises in conclusion.** Ben-
jamin’s approach, which is based on art and cultural theory, must
be distinguished from Goodman’s cognitivist approach. Instead of a

14 Anexample of this is the empirical research on eye movement when looking at dif-
ferent digital maps is Popelka et al. 2022.

15 The following practical research on user experience in cartography is a notable
example Roth et al. 2017.
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contemplative attitude of reception that is strong in the identifica-
tion of symbols, Benjamin ascribes a dispersed attitude of reception
to the recipient in the age of technical reproducibility and thus in
the use of media devices. In this sense, media-based digital cartog-
raphy is less read and more experienced. The interaction with the
cartographic data set and its user interface as well as its responsive-
ness take centre stage.*® This gives the allegorical search for truth a
further playing field. Understood in this way, the cartography of the
world becomes not only a useful object of cognitive processes such
as determination and planning, but also an artistic and aesthetic ex-
perience of an interactive search for truth.
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1 Introduction

Thanks to the technological dislocation of the eye of the beholder,
the mechanical eye or both of them together, along recent decades
the view from above has become a widespread, somehow trivial way
to experience the world. From flying over the clouds to free fall ex-
periences, from navigating Google Maps on our desktop to riding
our GPS-equipped smart car, from playing video games in God’s
eye view mode to reserving a parcel on the metaverse, from satel-
lite pictures to space telescope imagery to drone images, vertical
perspective has, in the words of artist Hito Steyerl, replaced linear
perspective with a “disembodied and remote-controlled gaze, out-
sourced to machines and other objects” (2011), and effectively im-
posed a new scopic regime.

Borrowed from philosopher Martin Jay (1988) and currently widely
adopted in visual culture studies, the expression “scopic regime” ef-
fectively underlines how vertical perspective is deeply enmeshed in
and dependent upon technologies of surveillance and power. Its im-
plementation into our daily experience of the worlds we inhabit, how-
ever, does much more than simply democratizing the point of view
of the power: it provides us with an inhuman gaze on the world, lib-
erating images from the constraints of naked human vision and giv-
ing birth to what Ana Peraica has called “total images” (2019); and it
erases the distinction between images and maps, between a granular,
detailed, positioned, subjective view of the world and an abstract, ap-
parently objective yet profoundly biased, representation of it.

By delving into the literature summarily referenced here, and fo-
cusing on a selected number of case studies from the visual arts, this
essay explores how vertical perspective is affecting both the map and
the territory, and how we can resist to it.

2 Vertical Perspective as a New Scopic Regime

Back on 5 February 2003, the U.S. Department of State Secretary
Colin L. Powell gave his infamous remarks to the United Nations Se-
curity Council, in which he tried to present irrefutable evidence that
Iraq was defying U.N. disarmament demands, relying on a multime-
dia presentation of communications intercepts, satellite photos and
accounts from both spies and defectors. His 90 minutes presenta-
tion was aired on television, making his slides highly accessible and
impactful on popular imagination. As it is widely accepted (Borger
2021), this speech didn’t cause the war in Iraq, which was already de-
cided by the U.S. administration; nor it succeeded in its goal of per-
suading the council to pass a second resolution backing military ac-
tion against Iraq. In a few weeks, the claims that Powell described
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as “facts and conclusions based on solid intelligence” started to fall
apart, and that speech is currently referred as a proof of the U.S. un-
reliability within the United Nations.

Yet, twenty years later, it would be difficult to disagree with vis-
ual cultures scholar Nicholas Mirzoeff, when he describes this pres-
entation as the “first political use of Microsoft’s PowerPoint soft-
ware” (2016, 112) and an important step in what he calls “the war
of images”. From the point of view of this essay, however, it’s even
more important to recognize in this event one of the first cases in
which satellite images are discussed in public, and in which photo-
graphs and maps merge into an indissoluble whole. Introducing the
pictures supposedly indicating “that banned materials have recent-
ly been moved from a number of Iraqgi weapons of mass destruction
facilities” (Powell 2003), annotated with yellow captions by security
experts, Powell states:

Let me say a word about satellite images before I show a couple.
The photos that I am about to show you are sometimes hard for the
average person to interpret, hard for me. The painstaking work of
photo analysis takes experts with years and years of experience,
poring for hours and hours over light tables. But as I show you
these images, I will try to capture and explain what they mean,
what they indicate, to our imagery specialists.

With this statement, Powell is not only reiterating the die-hard trope
of the indexical value of photographs as proof of evidence; he’s also
applying this value to inhuman artefacts shot by machines orbiting
hundreds of miles from Earth, with no human eye pointing the scope,
and no human hand pressing the button; and he’s, even more impor-
tantly, declaring that these visual artefacts are not accessible to the
average eye - not even his own; they require interpretation, experi-
ence and labour to be turned into faithful information; they require
outlines and notes. They are pictures, but they need to be looked at
like maps, rather than photographs.

A few years later, the same war and a similar, black and white,
blurred imagery resurface in a rather different media artefact. It’s
April 2010, and Wikileaks has just released, on a dedicated website, a
39 minutes video called Collateral Murder.* The video combines foot-
age shot, on 12 July 2007, from an American AH-64 Apache helicop-
ter flying over Baghdad, in which the crew fires, along three different

1 The video was one of the documents, including videos and diplomatic cables, that
in 2010 American Army intelligence analyst Chelsea Manning leaked to Wikileaks. For
the leak, Manning was convicted, processed and sentenced to 35 years’ imprisonment,
to be released in May 2017 after President Obama commuted her penalty.
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strikes, on a group of people and kills several of them, including two
Reuters journalists, civilians and even kids. The soldiers comment
upon the action, laughing at and insulting some of the casualties, and
saying things like “Oh yeah, look at those dead bastards” or “Well,
it’s their fault for bringing their kids into a battle”.?

Today, Collateral Murder is widely regarded as an impressive vis-
ual reference of an increasingly remote-controlled war, in which or-
ders are transmitted by radio from very far away, and soldiers them-
selves project on their victims a highly mediated gaze from above,
with little or no ability to distinguish between reality and the simula-
tions they play for training purposes. Although not shot from a drone,
the video bears strong resemblance with drone’s imagery: neither the
information overlapped to the image, nor the ambiguity of the point-
er which, in Mirzoeff’s effective words, made the shooters misrecog-
nize their “camera as a weapon” (2016, 122)* help the soldiers to feel
closer to the ground and to their victims than the average drone pi-
lot, sitting in their office somewhere in the U.S.

2.1 The View from Above

Far from new, the view from above has a long history in Western cul-
ture. Mirzoeff traces its roots in the need, for the general at war, to
visualize the battlefield as a whole - a task that can be better per-
formed from a higher position, ideally from the air. From there, or
when not possible, from the top of a hill, the eighteenth and nine-
teenth century general could map the battlefield, see the war in its
broader dynamics, rather than in its granular reality.

This origin sets a number of relations that have haunted, and will
probably haunt forever, the history of this specific point of view on
reality. The first relation links the view from above with the point of
view of power, control and surveillance. This is obviously visible in
the following developments of aerial photography, up to satellite pho-
tography and drone imagery; but it can be traced as well in the wide-
ly researched model and metaphor of the Panopticon, conceived in
1791 by British philosopher Jeremy Bentham as the design of a pris-
on where all prisoners can be observed by a single corrections offic-
er, aptly positioned at the top of a tower in the centre of the build-
ing; and in the techniques of forensic photography developed in the

2 The video is still available for download at https://wikileaks.org/wiki/
Collateral_Murder,_5_Apr_2010.

3 If we follow Virilio (1989, 4), this is not “misrecogniction” but full recognition: “From
the original watch-tower through the anchored balloon to the reconnaissance aircraft
and remote-sensing satellites, one and the same function has been indefinitely repeat-
ed, the eye’s function being the function of a weapon”.
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late nineteenth century by French criminologist and photographer
Alphonse Bertillon as scientific protocols to produce documentation
of murders, mounting the camera on a high tripod and photograph-
ing the crime scene from above before it was disturbed by investiga-
tors, or using measuring grids to document the dimensions of a par-
ticular space and the objects in it (metric photography).®

The second relation is with the inhuman and the technical: being
the human gaze naturally grounded, tied to the soil, only by freeing
themselves from the limitations imposed by gravity, or by means of
some technical prosthesis of their own eyes, can humans gain a view
from above. In other words, differently from human vision, the view
from above is always mediated - either facilitated by a device that al-
lows us to bring ourselves up in the skies, from Icarus’ wax wings® to
hot air balloons, from aeroplanes to spaceships, or enabled by pros-
thetic technologies of vision, from spyglasses to cameras. Therefore,
its evolution is inextricably linked to the history of aviation, as well
as to the history of photography.

Finally, the third relation links the view from above to the histo-
ry of mapping, which has always been based on imagining, simulat-
ing or physically adopting a point of view on a territory that allows
to capture it in detail, and to represent it proportionally on a flat sur-
face. Unsurprisingly, the first massive adoption of aerial photograph
along the World War I was used not just to visualize the battlefields
and decide the spot of bombing, but also to map new territories with
increasing precision and astonishing detail.®

Along the following decades, the evolution of technologies of flight
and image capture drove the adoption of the view from above in war-
fare, mapping, scientific research and in the arts. Tracking the evo-
lution of such technologies - from aircrafts to satellites, from the
GPS system to unmanned aerial vehicles, from the spacecrafts that
allowed us, along the Seventies, to see and photograph the Earth
from outer space to space telescopes such as Hubble, launched in
1990, and Webb, launched in 2021, which with its infrared cameras
allows us to look into the depths of the universe both in space and
time - would go far beyond the scope of this essay. Along this journey,
the aerial became, as Mark Dorrian and Frédéric Pousin wrote, “cen-
tral to the modern imagination and, indeed, might even be claimed to
be its emblematic visual form” (2013, 1). It conquered artistic imagi-
nation, shaping ways of seeing and approaches to image creation far

4 Alphonse Bertillon (1853-1914) published a book called La Photographie Judiciaire
(1890), invented the mugshot and pioneered biometrics as a tool to identify criminals.

5 Christine Buci-Glucksmann refers to the aerial view as an “Icarian Gaze” in her
1999 essay “Icarus Today: The Ephemeral Eye”.

6 See the U.S. Army doctrine “Map as you move”, referenced in Mirzoeff 2016, 105.
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beyond the plain adoption of aerial photography as an artistic medi-
um, in Nadar’s pioneering experiments with balloon photography to
the shots made in the Seventies from a Piper aircraft by Italian pho-
tographer Mario Giacomelli. It has been found in the Suprematist ap-
proach to abstraction, in Laszlé Moholy-Nagy’s photographic work
and theoretical statements,” in Marcel Duchamp’s and Man Ray’s
Elevage de poussiére, shot in 1920 and first published in the Dadaist
magazine Littérature with the caption “Vue prise en aéroplane”. It has
been tracked, furthermore, in Futurist Aeropittura, in Jackson Pol-
lock’s approach to horizontal painting, in Lucio Fontana’s Spatialist
manifestoes and artworks, as well in the aerial point of view implied
by most Land Art works, to name just a few examples.®

And yet, although most of this technological apparatus was al-
ready in place by the late Nineties, it was only with the beginning of
the twenty-first century, and more precisely in the late Oughts, that
the aerial view became “virtually ubiquitous”, and started pervad-
ing “popular and consumer culture” (Dorrian, Pousin 2013, 9), satu-
rating “global media as well as social networking practices” (Kaplan
2018, 6) and becoming “so much a part of our everyday life as image
consumers” (8). As Caren Kaplan acutely noticed, it’s quite revealing
that, although there were a number of eyes in the sky capturing im-
ages of the Twin Towers on 11 September 2001 - from the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) geostationary sat-
ellites to the International Space Station to the North American Aer-
ospace Defence Command (NORAD) - only a small fraction of these
generated images was made available to the public and captured
people’s imagination. Still at that time, aerial imagery was still con-
trolled and filtered by those in power, and as such it was mostly clas-
sified; furthermore, it was perceived as something with a utilitarian
function in military practice, yet difficult to interpret and unable to
provide an emotional storytelling of a given event, capable to com-
municate on a human level.” As we already wrote, the human gaze

7 As he wrote in The New Vision: “Aviation has a special part to play in this respect.
New views appear below an airplane, and also from looking upward at an airplane. The
essential is the bird’s-eye view, which is a more complete space experience. It alters the
previous conception of architectural relations” (Moholy-Nagy 1949, 63).

8 Most of these references are borrowed from the edited collection Seeing From
Above. The Aerial View in Visual Culture (2013). Already in 1999, Buci-Glucksmann
wrote about “the point of view of the aviator, common to Malevitch and Duchamp”
(1999, 54), stressing how the aerial view affected the advent of abstract art. Aeropittu-
ra is discussed in Steyerl 2011.

9 “Until the coincidence of the ramp-up of visual technologies that became associ-
ated with the war on terror after 9/11 and the advent of social networking with its in-
tensely rapid circulation of digital imagery [...] the ‘God’s-eye view’ of violent scenes
was either classified as ‘secret’ by the military or released on an extremely selective
basis” (Kaplan 2018, 5).
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is naturally grounded - or, to adopt Beaumont Newhall’s terminolo-
gy, “earthbound” (1969, 11). In order to easily adopt a novel point of
view on reality, and to identify with it, we need to experience it, ei-
ther directly or in mediated form; and until the early twenty-first
century, this experience was still rare, and controlled, for the aver-
age image consumer.

The two media events we mentioned earlier, respectively from
2003 and 2010, confirm what we are saying now. From his power po-
sition, Powell shared satellite images to non-expert eyes to persuade
his audiences to adopt his own point of view, and believe in it. Col-
lateral Murder was classified material that got leaked. The techni-
cal, cold, inhuman gaze of both became shareable only thanks to a
high level of mediation and interpretation, performed by Powell and
Wikileaks, respectively, and for political and rhetorical purposes. And
yet, they were dropped into a media environment that was increas-
ingly capable to receive and see them. Thanks to cheap flights, tak-
ing a plane became a commonplace way of travelling already in the
Nineties; everybody could see the upper side of the clouds, but only
the simultaneous advent of smartphones and social media allowed
everybody to shoot and circulate pictures of clouds, cities and moun-
tains from above. While consumer technologies - from smartphones
to head-mounted cameras - made the experience of flying (or even
free falling) shareable, the release of Google Earth in 2005 made sat-
ellite vision accessible to anybody. Similarly, the increasing availa-
bility of webcams and surveillance cameras in the consumer mar-
ket, driven by the smart home industry, popularized the Big Brother’s
view as much as, a few years later, the commercialization of drone
technology outside of the military world - either as a game or as a
powerful tool for photographers and video makers - made the drone’s
eye view something that everybody can easily recognize, both on tel-
evision and social media. And finally, video games played a decisive
role in educating younger generations to the view from above: from
flight simulators to the God’s eye view introduced by global phenom-
ena such as Sim City; from the frequent habit of including a game’s
map in the game interface, allowing the player to see where he’s on
the map when running around in first or third person’s view; to the
“long zoom” described by Steven Johnson (2006) as “our own defining
view”, allowing anyone to move seamlessly and instantly between dif-
ferent temporal and spatial scales, from ground level to outer space,
and from the micro to the macro dimension.

If we consider all this, it comes as no surprise that - with a few
notable exceptions - much of the theoretical, historical and critical
work concerning the aerial view has been produced along the last
two decades. One notable and original example is the short essay
“In Free Fall” (2011), by artist and writer Hito Steyerl. Steyerl takes
off not from flying, but from the experience of free falling - with the
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consequential loss of a stable horizon - to claim how traditional, line-
ar perspective, born out of the need to establish a paradigm of orien-
tation, happened to be replaced, as a consequence of the technologi-
cal evolution following the invention of aviation, by a new paradigm,
that she calls vertical perspective. Yet, Steyerl goes even further,
claiming that if linear perspective worked as a complete reinvention
of the subject (placed at the centre of vision, but also subjected to
“supposedly objective laws of representation”), of space (which be-
came “calculable, navigable and predictable”) and time (which be-
came linear, and allowed linear progress); we have to expect the
same reinvention from vertical perspective.

Just as linear perspective established an imaginary stable observ-
er and horizon, so does the perspective from above establish an im-
aginary floating observer and an imaginary stable ground.

This establishes a new visual normality - a new subjectivity safely
folded into surveillance technology and screen-based distraction.
[..] Additionally, the displacement of perspective creates a disem-
bodied and remote-controlled gaze, outsourced to machines and
other objects. [...] New technologies have enabled the detached
observant gaze to become ever more inclusive and all-knowing
to the point of becoming massively intrusive - as militaristic as it
is pornographic, as intense as extensive, both micro- and macro-
scopic. (Steyerl 2011)

This new visual paradigm, mirroring the process of verticalization
of power that Eyal Weizman has called “the politics of verticality”
(2002), might be “inclusive and all-knowing”, shaped by surveillance
and policing, capable to turn the eye’s function into “the function of a
weapon” (Virilio 1989, 4), but it’s far from objective. Borrowing from
artist Trevor Paglen (2013), we could say that “the view from above
is less an expansive panorama than a view through a keyhole”. How-
ever filled with visual and non visual information, satellite views are
often opaque and require, as we already noticed, interpretation in or-
der to be understood. They are often the result of an algorithmically
controlled process of patching that occasionally generates glitches,
and that merges images taken in different times, from different ma-
chines; they mirror, as in the case of Google Earth, politics of reso-
lution and commercial interests (Dorrian 2013, 301-2). Similarly, the
drone sight offer a relatively narrow range and low image quality, and
it’s often controlled by an extended network of operators that affect
the way it works and sees (Kaplan 2018, 211). They both abstract the
landscape and minimize the human. They show “the world as the an-
gels may see it from the midst of space”, not “as men see it who dwell
in it, and cultivate it, and love it”, to quote what a British art critic
from the 1880s had to say against balloon views (Newhall 1969, 12).
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2.2 Scopic Regimes

And yet, notwithstanding its limits and biases, this new visual para-
digm affects not only the way we see the world, but also the ways we
design and inhabit it (Dimpelmann 2014, 1). It is the result of “a cat-
aclysmic shift in our ability to navigate, inhabit, and define the spa-
tial realm”; it is embedded in “infrastructures and systems, and we
are located, however insecurely, within them [...] we do not stand at
a distance from these technologies, but are addressed by and em-
bedded within them”. (Kurgan 2013, 14)

All this, together with Steyerl’s claim that vertical perspective
replaced visual perspective, suggests that it would be productive to
replace the concept of visual paradigm with the stronger concept
of scopic regime.*® The term was popularized by Martin Jay in his
contribution to Hal Foster anthology’s Vision and Visuality (1988), a
foundational publication for the then emerging field of visual culture
studies. Jay himself borrowed it from French cinematologist Chris-
tian Metz (1982), who coins the term to describe how the cinemat-
ic apparatus constructs the viewing experience by creating a scopic
arrangement in which the spectator has a designed position. As it’s
been noticed (Sendyka 2013, 104) the term “suggests absolute sub-
ordination”, “a kind of oppression, violence or enforced formatting
of the viewer”. It describes the act of vision as a construction, posi-
tioning the viewer within a technical apparatus that is itself shaped
and conditioned by dominant ideologies. Visual regimes don’t sug-
gest, or simply make available, but

prescribe modes of seeing and object visibility and [...] proscribe
or render untenable other modes and objects of perception. A scop-
ic regime is an ensemble of practices and discourses that estab-
lish truth claims, typicality, and credibility of visual acts and ob-
jects and politically correct modes of seeing. (Feldman 1997, 30)

In his foundational essay, Jay identifies what he considers the three
visual regimes of modernity: linear perspective, otherwise named
Cartesian Perspectivalism; the Dutch art of describing, or Baco-
nian empiricism; and the Baroque “madness of vision”, following
Buci-Glucksmann (1986). He concludes designing the Baroque vi-
sion the dominant regime of our time, although coexisting with sur-
viving elements of the two others; but also suggesting that other re-
gimes, now hard to envision, “are doubtless to come” (20).

In Jay’s analysis, Cartesian perspectivalism generates a space that

10 The concept of scopic regime has been previously adopted to discuss the view from
above, and more specifically the drone’s eye view, by Gregory 2011.

239

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,231-254



Domenico Quaranta
AView From Above

is “geometrically isotropic, rectilinear, abstract, and uniform” (Jay
1988, 6), observed by a monocular, “static, unblinking, and fixated”
eye, producing “a visual take that was eternalized, reduced to one
‘point of view,” and disembodied” (7). Dutch art of describing empha-
sizes “the prior existence of a world of objects depicted on the flat
canvas” (12), focusing on the objects’ surface rather than their posi-
tion in space; it’s descriptive instead of narrative, and treats the sur-
face of the canvas as a map, following the model of the Ptolemaic grid
rather than that of the perspectival grid (15). Finally, the baroque
is “painterly, recessional, soft-focused, multiple, and open” (16), and
pursues an impossible, erotic relationship with reality. Adopting Nor-
man Bryson’s terms (1981), it follows the logic of the Glance (the em-
bodied view, emotionally and erotically entangled with reality) rath-
er than the Gaze (the disembodied, externalized point of view). As
such, it is the true opponent of the two other visual regimes, “a per-
manent, if often repressed, visual possibility throughout the entire
modern era” (16) rather than a historically confined one.

Vertical perspective does not easily identify with any of the scopic
regimes described by Jay, although it shares features with all of them.
It’s definitely a Gaze, rather than a Glance, but the way in which its
“floating observer” relates to its “imaginary ground”, embodying the
long zoom and roaming between different scales, turning objects in-
to abstract and distant shapes or suddenly and abruptly penetrating
into their reality, bears some resemblance with Baroque’s crazy vi-
sion. It pretends a God’s eye view on reality, seeing everything and
positioning any thing in the right spot on the grid, but it as well treats
reality as a surface to be mapped, shifting between the perspectival
and the Ptolemaic grid. As a new visual regime, it could aptly be de-
scribed as the bastard child of the three visual regimes of moderni-
ty, the outcome of Western culture ways of seeing as they have been
embedded and translated in our current technological apparatus.

3 Between Photography and Mapping: Total Images

I was always fascinated that while eyes can reach astronomical
distances, till the black holes sometimes, but voice cannot exceed
a few hundred meters, and hands less than a meter. I told him, “M.,
in order for you to be accepted as a refugee, you would need to
give vision to your hand, a voice that can reach as far as the eye”.

In the video work View from Above (2017) [fig. 1], the calm, soft voice of
Hiwa K. tells the story of M., who - like the artist - came to the Schen-
gen area from Kurdistan, in the north of Iraq, applying for the status
of refugee. Along the Nineties, the U.N. considered Kurdistan a “safe
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Figure1 HiwaK., Destructionin Common.2020. Woven carpet, 6 x6 m. © Daniella Baptista.
Exhibition view Jameel Arts Centre 2020. Courtesy Kow, Berlin

zone”, which of course was a reality only in the minds of the U.N. bu-
reaucrats. Yet, one has to come from an unsafe zone, or at least to be
able to prove that one does, in order to qualify as a refugee. M. applied
for asylum in the country X; he waited years for a positive answer, but
unfortunately he got one negative answer after another, until he re-
ceived the final rejection from X and was set to be deported back to
his country. After a while he managed to cross the border without le-
gal papers and enter another country, to apply for refugee status again.
There he met the narrator, who helped him learn everything about a
city from the unsafe zone by looking at a map, and memorizing details
about every street, every building. When M. finally got his refugee in-
terview, the official asked him questions about the geography of the
town, and compared his answers to a map. It took only twenty min-
utes for the official to grant M. refugee status; other people that were
actually from that city waited for years, as their accounts were flawed
and inaccurate.

In the video, neither M. nor the narrator appear. The story is told
as a voiceover, as the camera slowly pans over the model of a deserted
city in a bird’s eye view, zooming in occasionally on a few details. M.
is successful because he internalized the view from above: he shares
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Figure2 HiwaK., View from Above. 2017. Single channel HD video, 16:9.
Colour, sound (with English language), 12:27°, 5+2AP. Courtesy Kow, Berlin

the same view and the same knowledge of the officer, who probably
never went in the unsafe zone, and only knows it from maps, reports,
and documentation. Additionally, he is able to translate his view in-
to words, information and data: two abilities that the people actual-
ly coming from there rarely share, knowing their city only from the
ground. Their gaze falls short, and so their voice and hands.

View from Above is sometimes shown together with Destruction
in Common (2020) [fig. 2], a 20-by-20-foot handwoven carpet show-
ing an aerial view of Baghdad. The Iraqi capital has been subjected
to massive bombings from the air on several occasions, both during
the first and second Gulf Wars; these attacks have been widely doc-
umented and broadcast in the media. Many people from around the
world, who have never visited it, see Baghdad in this way: as a tar-
get. We share the point of view of the missile that falls, of the bomb
that kills. The work reproduces the point of view of the western power
involved in an asymmetrical war. Yet, by strolling around the carpet
or sitting on it, we are somehow invited to become more acquainted
with the city, to ‘inhabit’ it and to learn it as M. did with his imagi-
nary town from the unsafe zone.

Both the city that M. builds in his mind, and the aerial view of
Baghdad are more than maps. They blend together the vertical per-
spective of maps, the representative fidelity of photography, and lay-
ers of information. They are, in the words of Croatian photography
theorist Ana Peraica (2019), total images.**

11 Peraica borrows the expression from Ingrid Hoelzl and Rémi Marie (2015, 24), but
she expands it beyond its original narrow limits.
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I use the term total image to mean any and all images which are
liberated from the constraints of naked human vision and, particu-
larly, the angle of view (AoV) or ‘view-angle’, sometimes called the
field of view (FoV), which is the extent of a given scene which can
be imaged. A total image, therefore, is the result of a long process
of research and development in image technologies in order to ex-
tend human vision to the point of being able to see the whole of
our world all at once. (13)

Total images are unmanned, “in-human by its politics” (Peraica 2019,
14) and nonhuman (Zylinska 2017) for the point of view they adopt
and their often constructed and computed nature. They comprise
various categories, from pseudo-photographs to orthophotographs
to photomaps, depending on the way they are constructed and their
relationship with maps. Although inheriting the indexical function
of photography, they are “more fiction than document” (64). If “the
landscape describes place, and the map describes space” (66), total
images blur the difference between the two, and between vision and
visualization, topography and cartography. They are often asynchro-
nous, layered in time as well as space. They include layers of visual
and other-than-visual information: geo-positioning information, tags,
commercial information, traffic data, crowdsourced rating. In them,

TS

“the photograph is but one layer of many”, “merely a visual style for
the image”, “a coded function” (88). They introduce a “polyperspecti-
valism”, denying “the absolute point of view” and introducing “many
simultaneous views”, all of them dynamic: “One single reality may
be experienced in a multitude of ways, which in turn produces mul-
tiple realities, each providing a coherent picture” (111). Finally, they
do not just represent, but they affect and change physical reality as
well: if we don’t want to mention the drone and its “targeted killing”,
we can think to satellite calibration targets, buildings and installa-
tions conceived to aid in the use and development of satellite and aer-
ial reconnaissance; to the Palm Jumeirah islands and the World ar-
chipelago in Dubai, tourist destinations designed to be admired from
above; or to the way crowdsourced rating featured on online maps
can affect tourism in specific places.

Total images have been investigated, researched, exploited and
portrayed in a growing number of artistic projects. The widespread
adoption and easy access to Google Earth in its various articulations,
in particular, paved the way to a number of post-photographic pro-
jects, based on the exploration of this second order reality, shot, com-
puted and assembled by machines with little intervention by humans.
Four works from the early Tens can briefly summarize the spectrum
of possibilities opened up by the platform. In 2010, Canadian art-
ist Clement Valla started documenting “strange moments where the
illusion of a seamless representation of the Earth’s surface seems
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Figure3 ClementValla, Postcards from Google Earth. 2010-ongoing. Image courtesy of the Artist

to break down”: rather than glitches, these images are - in Valla’s
view - the “absolute logical result” of the way Google Earth is made
and of what it actually is - a “database disguised as a photographic
representation” (Valla 2012). While Postcards from Google Earth** fo-
cuses on the distortions produced by the effort to adapt photographic
imagery to the map of the world [fig. 3] - the “perspectival losses” of
this ambitious machinery - and tries to save the peculiar features of
this alternate reality from their slow but inevitable disappearance,
in Dutch Landscapes (2011) Dutch artist Mishka Henner documents
the visual consequences of the clash between the politics of total
transparence and visibility at the core of Google Earth and the pol-
itics of opacity of local governments and regulations [fig. 4].** Clon-
ing, blurring, pixelization, and whitening out sites of interest are
some of the methods adopted to censor sites deemed vital to nation-
al security, and can vary from country to country. Surprisingly, the

12 The project can be found at http://www.postcards-from-google-earth.com/.
13 The projectis available online at https://mishkahenner.com/Dutch-Landscapes.
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Figure4 MishkaHenner, Prins Maurits Army Barracks, Ede, Gelderland.2011. Archival pigment print.
80x90cm /150 x 168cm. From the series Dutch Landscapes, 2011. Image courtesy of the Artist

Netherlands - the country of the Dutch art of describing, but also a
place that would not exist as it is without a massive human interven-
tion that completely transformed the natural landscape - decided to
impose bold, multi-coloured polygons over these sites, turning the
view from above on the Dutch landscape into a colourful, occasion-
ally abstract patchwork.

Again in 2010, Italian artist Marco Cadioli modified Google Earth
by removing the “photographic skin” from its surface [fig. 5]. The re-
sulting video** presents a bird’s eye view moving slowly over an ab-
stract white surface inhabited only by data, pins, icons, colored lines,
textual information, as if the total image of the Earth was peeled off
from everything that made it a faithful reproduction of the territory,
revealing its hidden layers of information, its alien, artificial depths.
Finally, with Dronestagram (2012) British artist James Bridle effec-
tively exploited the “eye in the sky” against itself, by using Google

14 Marco Cadioli, Over Data, 2010. Video, 3'13". See https://marcocadioli.com/
over-data/.
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Figure5 Marco Cadioli, Over Data. 2010.Video 3’13”, shot in Google Earth 2010,
HD 1280 x 720 (H264). Still. Courtesy of the Artist

Maps Satellite View to visually identify and circulate on social media
platforms places in Afghanistan and Yemen that have been the loca-
tion of drone strikes as they occurred [fig. 61.*° Bridle fights against
the politics of invisibility of drone attacks, which find little cover-
age on mainstream media not only because the information is clas-
sified - most of the records of strikes were drawn from the Bureau
of Investigative Journalism, an independent media channel - but al-
so because these places can be neither seen nor visited - except by
military drones. According to Bridle,

The political and practical possibilities of drone strikes are the
consequence of invisible, distancing technologies, and a techno-
logically-disengaged media and society. Foreign wars and foreign
bodies have always counted for less, but the technology that was
supposed to bring us closer together is used to obscure and ob-
fuscate. (2012)

The drone’s eye view itself has been used by artists for alterna-
tive, and often critical, purposes. In 2012, Paris based artist and
photographer Tomas van Houtryve heard about a drone strike in

15 The project is documented at https://jamesbridle.com/works/dronestagram.
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Figure6 JamesBridle, Dronestagram.2012. Screenshot of the Instagram feed

northeast Pakistan which killed a 67-year-old woman picking okra
outside her house. Following this event, he attached his camera to
a small drone and travelled across America to photograph informal
gatherings - weddings, funerals, groups of people praying or exer-
cising - the kind of events often targeted by American drone strikes
in foreign countries. Blue Skies Days (2013-15) borrows its title from
a sentence uttered by the grandson of the old lady: “I no longer love
blue skies... The drones do not fly when the skies are gray”.** By mov-
ing the drone’s eye view to the U.S. territory, van Houtryve tries to
empathize with a fear that, not unlikely the wars that cause it, is to-
tally asymmetrical [fig. 7].

Paraphrasing Eyal Weizman, we could say that artists like Bridle
and van Houtryve are making an active effort to “reverse the foren-
sic gaze” (Weizman 2017, 9), using the same apparatus that produces

16 The project is documented at https://tomasvh.com/works/blue-sky-days.
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Figure7 Tomasvan Houtryve, Suspect Behavior.2016. Digital print, 24 x 24.
From the series Blue Sky Days: ADrone’s Eye View. Courtesy the Artist

and controls total images in order to investigate, question and decon-
struct it. Back in 2010, Weizman co-founded Forensic Architecture
(FA), a research agency based at Goldsmiths, University of London,
investigating human rights violations including violence committed
by states, police forces, militaries, and corporations. This ever evolv-
ing research body employs cutting-edge techniques in spatial and
architectural analysis, open source investigation, digital modelling,
immersive technologies as well as documentary research, situated
interviews, and academic collaboration to produce an extremely con-
sistent body of work which is presented in a variety of venues, from
exhibitions to international courtrooms, from parliamentary inquir-
ies to United Nations assemblies, from citizen’s tribunals to their on-
line platform*” and social media accounts.

17 Available at https://forensic-architecture.org/.
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Kyiv, Ukraine

* Russian missile strikes
March 1, 2022

Figure 6 Thetwo strikes hitformer cemeteries.
Map created using a cemetery land allotment map (late 19th century) and an aerial photograph. 1944.
Courtesy Forensic Architecture and Centre for Spatial Technologies, 2022

FA's investigations provide a striking example of how the total image
can be used for counter-information and alternative research. For ex-
ample, in June 2022 FA published Russian Strike on the Kyiv TV Tow-
er, a video investigating a series of strikes that happened in March
2022, as part of the Russian invasion of Ukraine. The strikes were di-
rected against the Kyiv TV tower, a 385 meters high structure erect-
ed in 1973 in the Babyn Yar, the site of one of the worst massacres
of the Holocaust, later concealed under strata of terrain that modi-
fied the topography of the site. The tower was reportedly used by a
wide range of civilian TV and radio stations - and thus, did not rep-
resent a legitimate military target in itself. Accompanied by a num-
ber of other Russian attacks on TV towers throughout Ukraine, the
event reveals the Russian attempt to disrupt the spread of informa-
tion and demoralize the population. The tower survived the attacks,
but a nearby building was hit, sustaining significant structural dam-
age. Part of a sports complex, the building had been due for renova-
tion to host the new Museum of Holocaust in Ukraine and Eastern
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Europe. The report not only uses videos from different sources (us-
er-generated content, CCTV camera feeds, mainstream media) and
methods such as synchronization, 3D modelling and geolocation to
reconstruct the event; but, thanks to a collaboration with The Cent-
er for Spatial Technologies, it digs deep into the history of the site,
described by FA as “a tangled nervous system of historical referenc-
es and repressed memories” (Forensic Architecture 2022). Commis-
sioned by the Babyn Yar Holocaust Memorial Center, between 2020
and 2022 The Center developed a landscape model to digitally recon-
struct the original topography of the Babyn Yar, by combining top-
ographic maps from the early twentieth century, aerial images, and
archival photographs. By using this landscape model as a tool, the
investigation digs into the history of the site:

not only one of violence but of different practices of cover-up and
negation. The latter term refers here not only to the topographi-
cal practice of burying crimes beneath layers of earth, but also to
the act of controlling the dominant message by interrupting the
circulation and interpretation of news and personal narratives,
isolating individuals and restricting unwanted solidarity. (Foren-
sic Architecture 2022)

More recently, FA started an ongoing investigation about Israeli mil-
itary attacks on medical infrastructures in Gaza, that have been tak-
ing place repetitively since October 2023. The research, suggesting
“that hospitals in Gaza are being subjected to a systematic pattern
of intimidation and violence by the Israeli military as part of the
ongoing invasion” (Forensic Architecture 2023), replaces the rela-
tively stable and closed medium of the video report with three web
platforms - one for each investigated target - that are continuously
updated as events develop. By scrolling the websites vertically, the
user roams geographically in bird’s eye view over a 3D model of the
hospitals, and temporally along a timeline of the attacks, occasion-
ally illustrated by pictures and videos from mainstream and social
media. Perfectly mapped over the 3D models, this media debris - of-
ten low-res and poorly made, yet picturing the events in their trag-
ic, crude reality - adds evidentiary realism to the cold objectivity of
the 3D model, while the vertical scrolling - reminiscent of the infi-
nite scroll of social media - makes the platform experience a painful
journey through information, whose end is hard to glimpse.
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4 Conclusions

Resistance in an age of mass surveillance requires the ability to
see as surveillance states do. It requires understanding different
methods of surveillance, from the intimately physical to the ab-
stract and electronic. It requires that we consider all possibilities
even if they seem remote. (Appelbaum 2016, 157)

The scopic regimes of modernity emerged as collective ways of see-
ing that mirrored the worldview of the societies that produced them,
and more specifically the point of view of the ruling classes: Carte-
sian perspectivalism placed the human subject at the centre of the
visible world; the Dutch art of describing responded to the needs of
a burgeoning capitalist economy that turned the world of objects in-
to a catalogue of commodities, and perspectival depth into a surface
to be mapped; and the Baroque was the art of the Counter-Reforma-
tion church, an expression of its urge to beguile and embrace the
worshippers. Artists, architects and craftsmen, who worked in the
service of the ruling classes, made essential contributions to the de-
velopment and implementation of the scopic regimes of modernity.

Along this essay, we have tried to show how the vertical perspec-
tive has been defining itself as a new visual paradigm along the Twen-
tieth century, going through a sudden acceleration in recent years
that has imposed it as the scopic regime of the Twenty-first century.
This process took place through the slow fine-tuning of a complex
techno-social apparatus, including institutions, laws, devices, hab-
its and a dense network of cultural artefacts that we have called, fol-
lowing Peraica, total images. Left on the margins of its elaboration,
artists must, and can, recover an active role in investigating, under-
standing, illustrating, deconstructing, criticizing and sabotaging this
apparatus, injecting entropy in the machine.
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Clouds always tell a true story,
but one that is difficult to read.

(Abercromby 1887, 163)

1 When is a Cloud a Cloud?

Mapping the heavenly, celestial or meteorological spheres of clouds
has always been a challenging but desirable enterprise for philoso-
phers, poets and painters alike: while the components that make up
the natural occurrence in the sky which is called a cloud can be an-
alysed and listed, the precise moment the various ingredients come
together to give visible form to said cloud is harder to define. It is a
problem of being singular plural, of being made up of a combination
of factors, and emerging and vanishing as a concrete formation as
a result of innumerable ecological factors in a mere matter of mo-
ments. In fact, the question could be: when does a cloud begin and
where does it end? This is a question concerning the vagueness of the
definition of the ‘natural’ phenomenon of the cloud itself. A problem
which has been picked up by metaphysical philosophy as the ‘Prob-
lem of the Many’: even though puffy picture-postcard clouds suggest
that clouds have sharp boundaries, the manifestation of a cloud re-
sults from the different density accumulations of water droplets - but
that density is of a transitional and gradual nature, so that “there is
no stark stopping place to be encountered. Rather, anywhere near
anything presumed a boundary, there’s only a gradual decrease in
the density of droplets fit, more or less, to be constituents of a cloud
that’s there” (Unger 2004, 197) - or, indeed, not there.

This transitory, elusive and ephemeral nature consequently makes
it hard to give clouds visible representation. A fact that has not on-
ly been exploited by famous poets for their own purposes of alluding
to the unattainable, the ungraspable and the unrepresentable, such
as Shakespeare, Swift and Wordsworth, but was already remarked
upon by amateur painters such as eighteenth-century cleric William
Gilpin who observed that everything “faded away” (Gilpin 1798, 130)
in front of his eyes while attempting to sketch the splendour of a Som-
erset evening sky in the 1770s.* But while some of this interest in

1 Inhis Observations on the Western Parts of England, Relative Chiefly to Picturesque
Beauty, Gilpin (1798, 129-30) writes that the natural prospect “invited the pencil; but
it was a transitory scene. As we stood gazing at it, the sun sunk below the cloud, and
being stripped of all its splendour by the haziness of the atmosphere, fell, like a ball
of fire, into the horizon”. Also: there is not only the famous dialogue between Ham-
let and Polonius about the shape of clouds but Shakespeare also used this metaphori-
cal image in his Antony and Cleopatra (Scene 14, Act IV), which was echoed by Swift’s
1704 A Tale of a Tub (Swift 1986, 16): “If I should venture, in a windy day, to affirm to
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the difficulty of depicting clouds stems from ideas revolving around
the picturesque qualities of unattainable beauty and sublimity,? oth-
er early art critics, such as John Ruskin, already saw the difficulty
of representing clouds in a more profound relationship with repre-
sentations of ecology at large: Ruskin had joined the London Mete-
orological Society at the age of 17 and throughout his writings made
a point of stressing that “every class of rock, earth, and cloud must
be known by the painter, with geologic and meteorologic accuracy”
(Ruskin 1844, 16). In Ruskin’s time, this mapping and ecological en-
tanglement of clouds was then probably best understood by painters
both from the periods of Romanticism and Impressionism, such as
J.M.W. Turner and Claude Monet. For these artists did not only see a
connection between clouds and ecology but also recognised the in-
creasing effects of technological advancement on their environmen-
tal surroundings, as they “painted natural water vapours mixed with
smoke produced by the railroad, anticipating the mix of nature and
culture that would be so dominant in the twentieth-century cloud-
scape” (Peters 2015, 258).> Monet’s excursions to London and his
Waterloo Series (1900-4) as well as Turner’s 1844 Rain, Steam and
Speed - The Great Western Railway are prominent examples of this.
As opposed to the clouds in medieval imagery, which had served as
portals to the divine realm, the modern industrial age thus not only
saw clouds as “visual indications of something that cannot be depict-
ed” (Hamblyn 2017, 121; Damisch 2002), as something that exceeds
representability on the scalar level, but also already as something
that illustrates the dissolution of the purely ‘natural’ sphere.*

your Highness that there is a large cloud near the horizon in the form of a bear, anoth-
er in the zenith with the head of an ass, a third to the westward with claws like a drag-
on; and your Highness should in a few minutes think fit to examine the truth, it is cer-
tain they would be all changed in figure and position, new ones would arise, and all we
could agree upon would be, that clouds there were, but that I was grossly mistaken in
the zoography and topography of them”.

2 Gilpin himself established the notion of the picturesque scenery in his 1782 prac-
tical guide Observations on the River Wye, and Several Parts of South Wales, etc. Rel-
ative Chiefly to Picturesque Beauty; made in the Summer of the Year 1770, which drew
heavily on Edmund Burke’s concepts of the beautiful and the sublime.

3 Also: German polymath Johann Wolfgang von Goethe as well as English art critic
John Ruskin were both enamoured with nephology, the science of cloud formations, and
the spiritual qualities of those sky apparitions. The entire host of Romantic poetry and
painting followed suit, including Shelley, Constable, Caspar David Friedrich and Bar-
rett Browning, and was “obsessed” with depicting the ephemeral qualities of clouds.
For more, see: Hamblyn 2017, 47-60; 109-12; 123-35.

4 Ruskin’s perception of “diabolic clouds over everything”, which have since been
widely interpreted as products of the oppressive industrial smog of the time, have led
twentieth century commentators to attribute the title of proto-environmentalist to Rus-
kin (Hamblyn 2017, 130).
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2 Digital Clouds Everywhere

In our times, this ecological entanglement of clouds has gained even
more traction, as we swiftly approach the breaking point of ecologi-
cal crisis and are consequently in need of ever more representations
that illustrate the scalar extent of Anthropogenic ecological inter-
ferences, with clouds at the forefront of the study of meteorological
change. At the same time, this project of planetary ecological map-
ping has been complicated by another shift in the perception of what
a cloud can be - because these days we seem to be constantly sur-
rounded by clouds: Due in large part to the way language has imbued
our ‘technosphere” with a metaphorical sense derived from descrip-
tions of so-called ‘elemental’ or ‘natural’ phenomena, we now do not
only consider the material formation of both ‘natural’ and industrial
water particles and vapours but also the interactive digital techno-
sphere as a cloud. Today “we cannot think of the cloud without think-
ing about data” (Peters 2015, 49). While at the turn of the millennium
any internet search query for ‘cloud’ was dominated by information
on weather and climate, now we can find tech giants and their digi-
tal services headlining the lists (Hamblyn 2017, 174).

On the one hand, this metaphorical link between Nature and Tech-
nology indicates the intricate entanglement and embeddedness of
digital technology in our so-called ‘natural’ surroundings, something
the paintings of the industrial age already alluded to. On the oth-
er hand, it also represents the dimensional elusiveness of the digi-
tal technosphere, because just as the poets of old used the cloud as
a way to describe that which escapes definition, the cloud has now
become a stand-in for seemingly borderless, complex systems and
networks that escape our rational grasp: while electrical engineers
from the early days of computing used the symbol of the cloud as a
shorthand for any as yet undefined complex external connection - “a
power system, or a data exchange, or another network of computers”
(Bridle 2018, 6) - the cloud in today’s digitalized world encompass-
es literally anything and everything, as the promise of decentral-
ised data storage has become a selling point in its own right and glo-
balization, as a phenomenon driven by capitalist market expansion,
is now largely based and dependent on digitally supported connec-
tions. We thus use cloud computing for almost anything, from pri-
vate data storage, resource pooling and virtual networks to entre-
preneurial big data management and increased computing power

5 The term technosphere represents “the interlinked set of communication, transpor-
tation, bureaucratic and other systems that act to metabolize fossil fuels and other en-
ergy resources”, and which is “considered to be an emerging global paradigm, with sim-
ilarities to the lithosphere, atmosphere, hydrosphere and biosphere” (Haff 2014, 301).
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and scalability. And as a result, the material manifestations of our
computational age can also be found all around us. Because, despite
its ethereal, ephemeral, numinous and opaque nature, the cloud of
the internet is also rooted in the material world and relies on a firm
physical infrastructure that requires attention and care. A metasta-
sizing infrastructure that criss-crosses international jurisdiction and
power relations in the form of computer servers, data centres, wire-
less frequencies and submarine communication cables, touching on
issues such as national security, data privacy, taxation and the envi-
ronment.® In a critique of this capitalist colonisation, one could say
that the idea of “empire has mostly rescinded territory, only to con-
tinue its operation at the level of infrastructure, maintaining its pow-
er in the form of the network” (Bridle 2018, 247).

Digital globalization, this new geography of distribution, has thus
imbued our environments with artificial devices to such an extent,
that screens, frequencies and cables now create an invisible system
of background entities and the infrastructural basis to ourlives. The
resulting global digitalization has reached enormous dimensional
magnitudes and scales. In the words of eminent computer scientist
Joseph Weizenbaum, the complexity of today’s digital web of telecom-
munication and information systems has “surpassed the understand-
ing of their users and become indispensable to them” at the same
time (Weizenbaum 1976, 236).

3 Cloudy Thinking, or: Staying with the Trouble
of Unrepresentability

It must be obvious then that any ecological mapping is being further
complicated by the idea that clouds are now everywhere and any-
where, that clouds, whose visible manifestations were previously at
best hard to define, have now even become invisible to the naked
eye and that territory is not a category to rely upon anymore. How
can we then map the latest Anthropogenic interferences: the digi-
tal planetary interventions? How can we make visible that which is
not bound anymore to a concept of locality? How can we relate the
dimensional elusiveness and ecological entanglement of the digital
technosphere to a greater public?

Some hints can be found in the arguments brought forward by Ob-
ject-oriented Ontology, especially by Timothy Morton’s concept of hy-
perobjects: the digital technosphere like “the dimension and effects
of climate change cannot be grasped, or accessed, all at once in its
entirety” (Morton 2021, 10) - so we might need to acknowledge that

6 For more on this, see also Hu 2016.
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traditional rational access modes will not suffice in comprehending
these issues. Because these access modes have only succeeded insofar
as they have spoken to the digital technosphere’s dimension in terms
of statistical estimates and to its ecological embeddedness in terms
of individual material manifestations. This reduction of the network
to its output sources, however, sidesteps the dynamic spatial diffusion
of the digital cloud and any navigational desire by the human user.

While industry-sponsored telegeographical maps might therefore
detail such aspects as bandwidth traffic, the number of internation-
al submarine cables and average technological penetration rate per
capita [fig. 1], they only engage in a practice of oversimplification, or,
to putit in the terminology of Object-oriented Ontology, in a practice
of ‘overmining”: “Overmining is when one reduces a thing ‘upward’
into an effect of some supervenient system” (Morton 2013a, 155). In
fact, by attributing only certain effects, they isolate all other aspects.
Digital telecommunication thus gets separated from other industri-
al production pathways or resource transportation cycles, such as
oil or water, in order to make an easy reading possible [fig. 2]. How-
ever, as we are only to aware these days, global digitalization is not
limited to private telecommunication practices, since “the practice
of medicine is increasingly a branch of informatics. The forestry in-
dustry is a data business” (Peters 2015, 4).

Meanwhile, the other far end of the traditional spectrum features
meticulous surveys of individual local materialization of the global
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Figure3 JohnGerrard, FARM (PRYOR CREEK, OKLAHOMA) 2015 © John Gerrard.
http://www.johngerrard.net/farm-pryor-creek-oklahoma-2015.html

digital network, such as detailed 3D renderings of publicly inaccessi-
ble major data centres - as can be seen in John Gerrard’s artistic ren-
derings FARM (COUNCIL BLUFFS, IOWA) 2015 and his earlier rendi-
tion FARM (PRYOR CREEK, OKLAHOMA) 2015 [fig. 3]. This approach is
based on the assumption that a single materialization might channel the
vast, complex and elusive nature of the digital technosphere and bind
it within one object - and thus portray it as more real. However, Ob-
ject-oriented Ontology demonstrates that this reduction is just another
instance of ‘undermining” “Undermining is when things are reduced
to smaller things that are held to be more real” (Morton 2013a, 156).
Both approaches therefore cannot speak to the direct environ-
mental embeddedness, they only reduce a thing downward to its
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components, or reduce it upward to its effects. They only create an
abstract, distanced vision of something “over yonder” (Morton 2013a,
155) by clinging to the idea of a border-specific territory or the sug-
gestive power of numeric values. But these are both two-dimensional
cartographies that are either too big or too small to portray the mag-
nitude as well as the three-dimensional embeddedness of the digital
technosphere. They neither account for the ‘non-locality’ nor for the
adherent ‘viscousness’ (Morton 2013a, 1) of the digital signals that
penetrate our world. They might give an idea of the estimated scope
or individual shape of incremental parts, but they do not - as maps
are supposed to - help us navigate the cloudy, three-dimensional dig-
ital environment, because their reductionism fails to illustrate how
the invisible digital cloud disseminates across space, and how that
dissemination is subject to complex and sometimes unaccountable
environmental factors. To refer back to the ‘Problem of the Many":
Both approaches only concern themselves with the composition of
individual droplets, as in the material manifestation of individual
nodes in the global network, or focus on the number of droplets that
underlie the formation of a cloud, as in the statistical estimation of
telecommunication traffic. But neither accounts for the moment of
taking shape of the cloud, for its gestalt in a three-dimensional en-
vironment - because neither makes visible the invisible density lev-
el of the digital cloud.

What is needed then is a new view that does not reduce to indi-
vidual aspects or dissolve the ever-changing flux of material mani-
festations by means of vague numeric estimates. Especially as pub-
lic reception to oppressing amounts of data mapping the increasing
ecological crises on planet Earth is still at best lukewarm, it might
need other forms of representation that do not adhere to strict sta-
tistical enquiry and scientific observation. In fact, the unimaginable
scale, individual powerlessness and complex interrelationships of cli-
mate change seem to be resistant to persuasive public mass media
representation - which might explain humankind’s failure to counter
the alarming trends (Ghosh 2016). It will thus need a strategy that
is situated between the far ends of scientific enquiry, which are only
oriented towards scales of organisation that reside at the extremes,
such as the infinite or the infinitesimal. It will need a representation-
al strategy that helps us think and feel at an inter-dimensional scale,
one that stays with the trouble of vagueness and helps us gain a sys-
temic literacy based on ‘cloudy thinking”: a practice that acknowl-
edges what is dimensional elusive and seeks “new ways of seeing by
another light” (Bridle 2018, 11).”

7 Bridle actually intends the New Dark Age of the book’s title to be read as an op-
portunity, not a lament. To embrace this opportunity, he argues, we have to give up
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Recalling earlier allusions to the way painters of the Romantic and
Impressionist era handled the encroachment of man-made clouds, all
of this, of course, points to the aesthetic realm. Because the digital
technosphere’s magnitude, domination and entanglement with other
lifeforms has made it unrepresentable, uncontrollable and yet always
present, it has become the withdrawn and irreducible object of Ob-
ject-oriented Ontology. To put its elements in the rhetorical register
of Object-oriented Ontology: they are always a surplus unmastered
by all our efforts to grasp their properties.® Access to it can thus be
given in one region: the aesthetic dimension (Morton 2013b, 18). Be-
cause in that dimension, there have since emerged artists who have
become aware that in order to map something invisible that constant-
ly surrounds one requires a thinking that draws both from previous
representational strategies, which create an accessible frame for the
audience, but also from innovative practices, which find new ways
of letting the individually uncontrollable technosphere depict itself
as a quasi-autonomous force of planetary magnitude. These artists
represent the new hybrid of the digital cloud age: They are “a fusion
of artist, programmer, and complexity theorist” (Johnson 2003, 177).
And their technology-driven artworks make us aware of the omni-
present dimensionality of the digital technosphere and show us how
digital technology itself has ceased being simply a bridge between
the human and the Other and has instead itself become a configura-
tion of the Other that we are equally part of ourselves, namely, the
‘dark’ Anthropogenic dimension of ecology.®

Focusing on one exemplary artistic position, this article will thus
make clear that by drawing on previous artistic techniques of the
Romantic and Impressionist period, the artistic realm has managed
to open up the existing visible and sensible world to other layers of
perception, giving a glimpse of the sublime spatio-temporal magni-
tudes and scales of the digital more-than-human realm since it has
become an integrative part of the so-called 'natural’ environment.

pretensions about perfect knowledge in order to develop new modes of access distinct
from the predominant functionalism of “computational thinking” (Bridle 2018).

8 Object-oriented ontologist Graham Harman (2019, 18) states that “Heidegger is cer-
tainly right that our scientific objectification of a fish or flower fails to exhaust the full
depths of these things. Perceiving something directly with the mind does not mean cap-
turing the whole of its reality: no sum total of views of a mountain, for instance, can ev-
er replace the existence of that mountain, any more than the set of all organic chem-
icals exhausts the existence of their key ingredient, carbon. [...] In Heideggerese, we
could say that the being of the chemical or mountain are not commensurate with any
knowledge or perception of them; the mountain is always a surplus unmastered by all
our efforts to grasp its properties”.

9 Timothy Morton (2018) speaks of ‘Dark Ecology’ in order to include all Anthropo-
genic meddling in our definition of ecology.
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4 Romantic Landscape Painting Revisited

In the eighteenth century, renowned cloud painter John Constable
already asked the public to consider landscape painting “a branch
of natural philosophy, of which pictures are but the experiments”
(Thornes 1999, 51). Similarly, Dutch artist and designer Richard
Vijgen asks us today to consider his digitally enhanced interpreta-
tion of landscape painting as an ecological technique capable of map-
ping the embeddedness of the digital technosphere in our ‘natural’
surroundings. By means of real-time data processing, his 2019 art
installation WiFi Impressionist [fig. 3] “draws electromagnetic land-
scapes inspired by the cityscapes of William Turner” (Vijgen 2019).
Using a directional antenna on a pan-tilt mechanism that monitors
local Wi-Fi signals and builds a three-dimensional model of those sig-
nals, a viewport and mobile plotter visualise these signals and draw
a picture remindful of the House of Parliament Series of Impression-
ist painter Claude Monet. And, indeed, Vijgen himself makes the con-
nection to the tradition of landscape painting:

Pretty much like a painter would sit down in a field with a can-
vas on an easel and paint a representation of the view. I took this
analogy literally because I felt it was helpful in achieving my goal
of imagining WiFi as a landscape of radio signals. Just like visi-
ble light, radio is a part of the electromagnetic spectrum. And just
like a painting of a landscape is an interpretation of the electro-
magnetic vibrations (colour), so too is radio, albeit in a different
range of the spectrum. (Vijgen 2020, 14-15)

Vijgen thus uses “code, space and pixels to visualise the invisible”
(Pittaway 2019). But his artistic mapping of the surrounding ecolo-
gy is not concerned with showing and listing everything there is to
find in the sense of scientific representation. Rather WiFi Impression-
ist’s visual renderings are more “a way of understanding” (Pittaway
2019). Or, in the register of Anna Tsing, Vijgen's attempt at mapping
the invisible ecology of the digital technosphere is a way of “think-
ing with the landscapes” (Tsing 2020, 21), which opens analysis to
the invisible multiplicity of the digital technosphere. He thus engag-
es with the idea of the cloud on the level of the metaphorical motif of
a complex network rather than the scientific study of visible territo-
rial and local manifestations. WiFi Impressionist thus directly engag-
es with the traditional interpretative practice of landscape painting,
as it does not depict what is evident but creates a vision of the invis-
ible becoming visible. Because “landscape painting does not depict
what we see, i.e., what we notice when looking at a place, but - the
paradox is unavoidable - it makes visible the invisible, although it be
something far removed” (Straus 1963, 322).
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This slight distortion of the primacy of the visible territory is very
much the domain of the artistic realm, as art’s purpose is defamil-
iarization, or ‘estrangement’, as the early twentieth-century liter-
ary critic Viktor Shklovsky called it. Using the period technique of
landscape painting as a playground or foundation, Vijgen's specta-
tor can see more clearly the dimensional elusiveness and intricate
embeddedness of the digital technosphere in the so-called ‘natural’
surroundings. Yet, Vijgen’s appropriation of the landscape painting
does not submit to any romantic escape velocity:

The classic image of Nature is the Romantic or picturesque paint-
ing of a landscape. There it is, over yonder - on the wall in the
gallery. And it has over-yonder-ness encoded throughout it: look
at those distant hills, that branch suggesting that we follow the
perspective lines toward the vanishing point, and so on. (Morton
2013a, 72-3)

Whereas the landscape paintings of the Romantic and even Impres-
sionist period allowed the idealized beholder to flee and find refuge
from an increasingly demanding and challenging environment that
was already infused with technological advancement, Vijgen’s tradi-
tionalist landscape enframing of the presently operating digital tech-
nosphere turns into an act of constant revelation. The beholder is not
a “Romantic consumer” (Campbell 1987) but a web user caught in
present abstinence: not presently contributing to the digital techno-
sphere in its local Wi-Fi manifestations but engaged in awareness-
building appreciation of their own overall implication as a driver of
digital expansion. And therein lies a sense of melodramatic and dark
pleasure, because the spectator sees the becoming of a representa-
tion they could and others are actively creating through their use of
the local Wi-Fi networks: “Ecological awareness is dark, insofar as
its essence is unspeakable. It is dark, insofar as illumination leads
to a greater sense of entrapment” (Morton 2018, 110). This mapping
of the Wi-Fi activity therefore also exits the purely two-dimensional
sphere of the canvas and engulfs the spectator. And for this reason it
also needs not open so far as to require everything to enter the anal-
ysis, because effectively Vijgen's installational setup portrays “data
interpretations” (Pittaway 2019) as opposed to data visualisations:
“The point is not to see the world ‘as it is’ (whatever that means), but
to be faced with the world that we regularly look past” (Bogost 2016,
234-5). The point is to see that part of the world which is hidden to
us due to our own complicity in its creation.
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5 Renaissance Mural Painting Revisited

In the context of Manifesta 12 in Palermo in 2018, Vijgen also made
use of another traditional painting technique: di sotto in su (pain-
tings seen from below). At the Palazzo Ajutamicristo, his installation
Connected by Air [fig. 4] projected a live animated graphic feed of all
discernible airborne substances passing over the city onto the Re-
naissance palace’s ceiling. Inspired by the highly realistic quadra-
tura perspective, which seemingly extends the architectural space,
Connected by Air thus created a window that provides “a compre-
hensive overview of all the data and objects that fill the sky. It in-
cludes wireless signals (2G, 3G, 4G coverage), satellites, air traffic
(flight patterns), air conditions (particles, dust), and air flow (wind
patterns)” (Vijgen 2018).

But the transposition of the quadratura and the sotto in su tech-
niques not only create the illusion of the opening up of the palazzo’s
ceiling, it once again also engulfs the spectator. As Frieze art crit-
ic Evan Moffitt (Moffitt 2018) writes about the effect of Vijgen’s in-
stallation in his review of the art festival: “The graphic is unsettling:
even on the clearest day, we always breathe in something we wish
we hadn’t, and there is always somebody watching us”. Pre-digital
painting analysis, such as Gilles Deleuze’s theoretical writings on
the art of Francis Bacon, might suggest that “as a spectator, I expe-
rience the sensation only by entering the painting, by reaching the
unity of the sensing and the sensed” (Deleuze 2003, 31). However,
this ‘living’ digital painting reverses the path of sensation. It rather
infiltrates and takes over the space as the spectator realizes the em-
beddedness of their own position in this dome of radio waves, ozone
layers and flight paths (again it also “visualises the wireless activi-
ty caused by visitor’s devices as they try to connect to the cloud”, Vi-
jgen 2018). Instead of seeing the landscape embellished with a sky
that is infinite, the spectator is confronted with something that fi-
nitely surrounds them:

Habit tells us that what’s displayed on that screen (like projections
in a planetarium) is infinite, distant - the whole Kantian sublime.
But inside the belly of the whale that is global warming, it’s oppres-
sive and hot and there’s no ‘away’ anymore. (Morton 2013a, 132)

The art installation therefore does not map or open up the inner di-
mension of Hegelian spirits or a Kantian sublime, but it wakes the
spectator up to the fact that we are “inside of a gigantic object, like
finding ourselves in the womb again, but a toxic womb - but we are
responsible for it” (Morton 2013a, 183).

Vijgen’s appropriation and reinterpretation of traditional painting
techniques is thus more akin to process philosophy in that it helps us
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Figure4 Richard Vijgen, WiFiImpressionist, 2019 © Richard Vijgen.
https://www.richardvijgen.nl/#wifi-impressionist

see the high-dimensional digital technosphere by using the algorith-
mic techniques of plotting and mapping. In fact, Vijgen’s artistic con-
cept is one that finally allows the data and digital processing to take
over as the parameter-controlling digital set-ups only create the im-
age according to the input of the autonomous agency of the surround-
ing digital signals: once installed, the artist hands control to the dig-
ital ‘easel and painter’ set-ups, and all that will consequently reveal
itself aesthetically on the canvas or the ceiling is left to the activity of
the incoming data, which cannot be manipulated by any one individu-
al. The playful interpretation of Romantic landscape and Renaissance
mural painting by Vijgen is thus less a reflection about the portrayed
landscape but an expression of the autonomous agency and elemen-
tal dimension of the surrounding digital signals themselves. As John
Black (2002, 136) attests, a Romanticist approach in art can “probe
the dark places between subject and object”. In the case of Vijgen’s
appropriation of the Romantic landscape as well as the Renaissance
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mural painting, the spectator is consequently shown “a contemporary
sky’s image as a carrier of people, matter and information” (Vijgen
2018). This image of human and nonhuman activities is thus both eco-
logically meaningful and constructed by a more-than-human agency.

6 Reconnaissance

As Richard Vijgen’s artistic renderings of the digital technopshere
show, appropriation of previous artistic techniques allows a great-
er public

to spend time with things, to visit with them, to give them a chance
to be exactly what they are, [...] that we become continuously blind
to them, that we exercise the ability to see them fresh, familiar or
not, by refusing to allow them to collapse into servants or obsta-
cles. (Bogost 2016, 351)

Rather than reducing complexity, the metaphorical link between the
‘natural’ and ‘digital’ as represented by the cloud and its accompany-
ing reinterpretation of Romantic and Impressionist techniques make
the unrepresentable dimension of Anthropogenic interferences more
accessible.*® The landscape motifs created by Vijgen’s installations
show us the dimension, forces and connections of the contemporary
digital technosphere by unleashing them from an unrestrained two-
dimensional space onto our three-dimensional spatial awareness.
They thus relate the content of ecological issues and relationships
to the beholder by way of making use of previous aesthetic practices
while also not reducing these digital technologies to singular mate-
rial manifestions, uses, functions or effects. To quote Timothy Mor-
ton once more: “One glimpses in radical environmental art the pos-
sibility of a radical openness to other beings, without goal” (Morton
2007, 164). Vijgen’s art installations can therefore be regarded as
Bewusstseinsapparate, as aesthetic ‘thinkfeel’ devices cloaked as
maps to the digital technosphere: their technology-driven render-
ings make us aware of the omnipresent dimensionality of the digi-
tal technosphere and how digital technology itself has ceased being
simply a bridge between the human and the Other and has instead
itself become a configuration of the Other that we are equally part
of ourselves, namely, the ‘dark’ Anthropogenic dimension of ecology.

10 It is also rather telling that Friedrich Kittler praised the artists of the Renais-
sance as ‘great’ because he deemed them engineers (Peters 2015, 26). This links back
to today’s commentary that artists like Richard Vijgen are complexity theorists and
programmers.
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Figure5

Richard Vijgen,

Connected by Air, 2018

© Richard Vijgen. https://
www.richardvijgen.
nl/#connected-by-air

On the basis of Mark Johnson and George Lakoff’s work on the impor-
tance of metaphors in our perception and construction of the world
(Lakoff, Johnson 1980), we can therefore acknowledge that the “me-
teorological mystique” (Hamblyn 2017, 174) of the cloud metaphor,
which already signals an elusiveness and ephemerality in the ‘natu-
ral’ world, can consequently enable us to cope with the sense of in-
comprehensibility we feel in the face of the abstract global and inter-
connected local dimensions the digital cloud now traverses. As Mark
Johnson (1987, 126; cf. Croyne 1995, 288) elaborates, “metaphorical
projection is one fundamental means by which we project structure,
make new connections, and remould our experience”: it is “our mode
of being-in-the-world or our way of having-a-world”. It is therefore no
surprise, that our fascination for clouds has been rekindled in today’s
digital world. Just as around eighteen and nineteenth centuries, the
Romantics and the Moderns were fascinated by “the changing, the
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indefinite, the distant and the unattainable” (Badt 1950, 4), in the
twenty-first century the metaphorical worldmaking connected to the
cloud has also come to represent “the new leaning towards anything
vague, unclear and unbinding” (Kunz et al. 2005, 8). Because “rath-
er than evoking technocratic control, the Cloud evokes the weath-
er. In naming it, we seek not mastery but accommodation with forc-
es greater than ourselves” (Bridle 2023, 159). The metaphor of the
cloud can consequently be said to be a way of familiarising oneself
with the dimensional elusiveness and ecological entanglement of to-
day’s digital technosphere.

Bibliography

Abercromby, R. (1887). “Suggestions for an International Nomenclature of
Clouds”. Quarterly Journal of the Royal Meteorological Society, 13, 154-66.
https://doi.org/10.1002/qj.4970136212.

Badt, K. (1950). John Constable’s Clouds. London: Routledge & Kegan.

Black, J.D. (2002). The Politics of Enchantment: Romanticism, Media, and Cultur-
al Studies. Waterloo: Wilfrid Laurier University Press.

Bridle, J. (2018). New Dark Age. London: Verso. https://doi.
org/10.17104/9783406741784.

Bridle, J. (2023). Ways of Being. Animals, Plants, Machines: The Search for a Plan-
etary Intelligence. London: Penguin.

Bogost, I. (2016). Play Anything: The Pleasure of Limits, the Uses of Boredom &
the Secret of Games. New York: Basic Books.

Campbell, C. (1987). The Romantic Ethic and the Spirit of Modern Consumerism.
New York: Basil Blackwell.

Croyne, R. (1995). Designing Information Technology in the Postmodern Age:
From Method to Metaphor. Cambridge (US): MIT Press.

Damisch, H. (2002). A Theory of /Cloud/: Toward a History of Painting. Transl. by
J. Lloyd. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Deleuze, G. (2003). Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation. Transl. by D.W. Smith.
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press.

Ghosh, A. (2016). The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the Unthinkable.
Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Gilpin, W. (1798). Observations on the Western Parts of England, Relative Chief-
ly to Picturesque Beauty. London: T. Cadell Jun. and W. Davies. https://
doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781107358188.

Haff, P.K. (2014). “Technology as Geological Phenomen: Implications for Human
Well-Being”. Waters, C.N. et al. (eds), A Stratigraphical Basis for the Anthro-
pocene. London: Geological Society, 301-9. https://doi.org/10.1144/
sp395.4.

Hamblyn, R. (2017). Clouds. Nature and Culture. London: Reaktion Books.

Harman, G. (2019). Art and Objects. Cambridge: Polity.

Hu, T.H. (2016). A Prehisthory of the Cloud. Cambridge (MSA): Mit Press.

Johnson, M. (1987). The Body in the Mind: The Bodlily Basis of Meaning, Imagin-
ation, and Reason. Chicago: University Press. https://doi.org/10.7208/
chicago/9780226177847.001.0001.

271

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,255-272


https://doi.org/10.1002/qj.4970136212
https://doi.org/10.17104/9783406741784
https://doi.org/10.17104/9783406741784
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781107358188
https://doi.org/10.1017/cbo9781107358188
https://doi.org/10.1144/sp395.4
https://doi.org/10.1144/sp395.4
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226177847.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226177847.001.0001

Christian Keller
Mural and Landscape Painting Revisited

Johnson, S. (2003). Emergence: The Connected Lives of Ants, Brains, Cities and
Software. New York: Penguin.

Kunz, S. etal. (eds.) (2005). Wolkenbilder. Die Erfindung des Himmels. Miinchen:
Hirmer.

Lakoff, G.; Johnson, M. (1980). Metaphors We Live By. Chicago: Chicago UP.

Moffitt, E. (2018). “Manifesta 12: The Dark Heart of the Biennial Shows Human
Suffering out of Control”. Frieze, 19 Jun 2018. www.frieze.com/arti-
cle/manifesta-12-dark-heart-biennial-shows-human-suffer-
ing-out-control.

Morton, T. (2021). All Art is Ecological. London: Penguin.

Morton, T. (2007). Ecology Without Nature: Rethinking Envirionmental Aesthetics.
Cambridge (MA): Harvard University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/3.
ctvln3x1co.

Morton, T. (2013a). Hyperobjects: Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the
World. Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press.

Morton, T. (2013b), Realist Magic. London: Open Humanities Press. https://
doi.org/10.3998/0hp.13106496.0001.001.

Morton, T. (2018). Dark Ecology: For a Logic of Future Coexistence: New York: Co-
lumbia University Press. https://doi.org/10.7312/mort17752.

Morton, Timothy (2021). All Art is Ecological. London: Penguin.

Peters, J.D. (2015). The Marvelous Clouds: Toward a Philosophy of Elemental
Media. Chicago: Chicago University Press. https://doi.org/10.7208/
chicago/9780226253978.001.0001.

Pittaway, L. (2019). “WiFi Impressionist ‘Paints’ Data-Driv-
en Landscapes That Are Both Poetic and Precise”. It's Nice
That, 5 September. www.itsnicethat.com/articles/
richard-vijgen-wifi—impressionist-digital-050919.

Ruskin, J. (1844), “Preface to the Second Edition of Modern Painters”. Ruskin,
J., Modern Painters, vol. 1. London: Smith, Elder & Co.

Straus, E. (1963). The Primary World of the Senses. A Vindication of Sensory Ex-
perience. Transl. by J. Needleman. London: Collier-MacMillan.

Swift, J. [1704] (1986). A Tale of a Tub and Other Works. Edited by A. Ross; D.
Woolley. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Thornes, J.E. (1999). John Constable’s Skies: A Fusion of Art and Science. Bir-
mingham: Birmingham University Press.

Tsing, A.L. (2020). “When the Things We Study Respond to Each Oth-
er: Tools for Unpacking ‘the Material’”. Jaque, A. et al. (eds). More-
than-Human. Rotterdam: Het Nieuwe Instituut, 16-26. https://doi.
org/10.1215/9781478003311-014.

Unger, P. (2004), “The Mental Problems of the Many”. Zimmerman, D. (ed.), Ox-
ford Studies in Metaphysics, vol. 1. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 195-222.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780199267729.003.0008.

Vijgen, R. (2018). Connected by Air. www.richardvijgen.
nl/#connected-by-air.

Vijgen, R. (2019). WiFi Impressionist. https://wifiimpressionist.com/.

Vijgen, R. (2020). “WiFiimpressionist”. Wiberg, M. et al. (eds), Interactions, 27(2),
14-15. https://doi.org/10.1145/3380748.

Weizenbaum, J. (1976). Computer Power and Human Reason. From Judgement
to Calculation. San Francisco: W.H. Freeman and Company.

272

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,255-272


http://www.frieze.com/article/manifesta-12-dark-heart-biennial-shows-human-suffering-out-control
http://www.frieze.com/article/manifesta-12-dark-heart-biennial-shows-human-suffering-out-control
http://www.frieze.com/article/manifesta-12-dark-heart-biennial-shows-human-suffering-out-control
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1n3x1c9
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1n3x1c9
https://doi.org/10.3998/ohp.13106496.0001.001
https://doi.org/10.3998/ohp.13106496.0001.001
https://doi.org/10.7312/mort17752
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226253978.001.0001
https://doi.org/10.7208/chicago/9780226253978.001.0001
http://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/richard-vijgen-wifi-impressionist-digital-050919
http://www.itsnicethat.com/articles/richard-vijgen-wifi-impressionist-digital-050919
https://doi.org/10.1215/9781478003311-014
https://doi.org/10.1215/9781478003311-014
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780199267729.003.0008
http://www.richardvijgen.nl/#connected-by-air
http://www.richardvijgen.nl/#connected-by-air
https://wifiimpressionist.com/
https://doi.org/10.1145/3380748

e-ISSN 2723-9640

JoLMA
Vol.5 — Num. 1 — Maggio 2024

The Evergrowing Map
A Fluid Account on Cartography

Paolo Bosca
University of Turin, University of Gastronomic Sciences of Pollenzo
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Maps are a tool for orientation and description of reality. They serve
to understand one’s position and describe the territory one is tra-
versing, so as to reach reliably* a destination or goal. However, the
idea that orientation can be reduced to knowing one’s position in
space - the coordinates of one’s ‘point’ on a plane - seems to have
reached a turning point: even if the surface of the Earth has been
discovered and mapped altogether, thanks also to satellite systems,
the space in which human beings inhabit and move never ceases to
hold surprises. Half a century ago a forest, an area neither urban-
ized nor exploited by humans in any way, could be represented as
empty territory on a map, just as empty is, even today, the surface
of the sea on Google Maps. Today, historical-environmental circum-
stances, from global warming to the problem of natural resources
to the emergency over the staggering decline in biodiversity and the
increase of migratory fluxes, call for new ways of representing the
earth, new descriptions of reality that allow humans to orient them-
selves not only on the surface of the globe, but also in the multiplici-
ty of its thicknesses, in the continuous flow of processes at work that
compose the reality we experience.

The idea that the truth of space - the concept on which both car-
tography and geography are based - consists in its homogeneous
stillness (Newton 2018, 70) and absence of form, demonstrated all of
its destructive potential. Behind such a model, commonly referred to
as ‘absolute’, lies a theoretical framework that goes back to the or-
igins of the relationship between physics and geometry, and which,
if we want to lay the theoretical foundations of a different mode of
orientation, must be critically retraced. What is more, insofar as tra-
ditional cartography carries with it well-defined structures of dom-
ination and oppression, seeking new ways of describing and orient-
ing space becomes an opportunity to rediscuss balances of power.?

If we exclude for a moment the artistic expertise needed to make
any map, cartography can be said to stand at the intersection of two
knowledges: physics and geometry, which correspond to the two in-
strumental needs we mentioned at the beginning, namely, descrip-
tion and orientation, respectively. Either of these poles, i.e., nature (I
use this term to indicate the physis with which physics is concerned)
and the geometric-mathematical system, appear to be absolutes; ab-
solutes in the sense that they do not depend on any particular point
of view, or rather on a point of view that suppresses itself as a his-
torical particularity to make room for the stability of numbers and

1 As Heidegger notices (1984, 20), the nature of the means, to which tools can be as-
cribable, is in its reliability to accomplish a task.

2 To understand how power is produced and reproduced in and through space, a key
text is Lefebvre 1999.
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objects. But this same possibility of suppression is not true, from the
account that Michel Serres offers in The Five Senses, following Leib-
niz. There’s no way (except for God) for an eye to overtake the profile
of the single thing and the “coordination with the surrounding vis-
ible” (Serres 2016, 46); geometral, in this sense, doesn’t mean com-
pletely abstract neither objectual, as “the geometral subject, far from
perceiving a geometral-object, sees space as the sum of places, while
still seeing each thing according to its profile” (47).

Even after at least fifty years of criticism about the absolute para-
digm, it seems that today the conception of space as an absolute re-
ality that lies under a world made of objects is still rarely questioned
outside academia. Today it’s really common to travel in unknown plac-
es, for work or tourism, and orientation in those situations is almost-
inevitably demanded to G.I. systems, such as the well known Google
Maps, that lies precisely on an absolute and uniform plane. Even the
possibility of a user-implementation of those maps doesn’t move for-
ward the same model: it consist of creating landmarks on the surface,
adding information to the plane. But they're not related one anoth-
er, they don’t build a spatial experience but simply stay on the space.
The point of view is external, an abstract subject.

This belief in the existence of a static and stable reality for the
subject to orient on is the point Michel Serres focuses on, in particu-
lar, in his The Birth of Physics. In this text, Serres’ aim is to under-
stand the nature of that philosophical concept that has always made
atomistic physics obscure and, apparently, absurd: the clinamen. It
consists of the kind of ‘wind’ that, at a random place and time, cre-
ates a minimal deviation and initiates the movement of atoms com-
mitted along the original fall by virtue of their mass. According to
the French philosopher, this strange phenomenon is far from un-
thinkable; indeed, far from being the black hole of the atomist sys-
tem, it constitutes its most concrete instrument, the point of contact
between the philosophical system and the world: “a flow always is or
becomes turbulent. The clinamen is, first of all, the infinitesimal tur-
bulence, but it is also the passage from theory to practice” (Serres
2018, 106). The mistake is to consider “the original fall of atoms
in the global framework of a mechanics of solids” (23), that is, to
think in the terms of static mechanics (which brings together most
of modern mechanics) a concept that in the bosom of Greek physics
was linked to fluid mechanics. If we think of the fall of atoms not as
a set of falling solid ‘balls’ but as a real laminar flow of atoms com-
posing a fluid, then it is easy to see that the most normal and inevi-
table thing is precisely the original mixing by which the fall is con-
figured as a whirlwind and not as an ordered bundle. The evaluation
and, subsequently, the elimination of the gap that occurs in every fall
is the business of geometry. According to Serres, geometry stands in
relation to physics as, first and foremost, a theory of evaluated gap
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and its overcoming, that is, as a conscious reduction of the experi-
ence of the fluid whirlwind to a model, through the elaboration of a
“statics of movement” (Serres 2018, 67) based on the idea of the min-
imum angle as a minimum deviation to get rid of. When discussing
Archimedes, Serres’ goal is to show that the Greeks “produced rig-
orous formal systems and dissertations upon nature, like two sepa-
rate linguistic families, or two disjunct wholes” (31): on the one hand,
therefore, nature as the absence of a plane, or rather as a laminar
plane that continually morphs into whirlwinds in search of the un-
stable equilibrium of a form; on the other hand, geometry that takes
the form of “is a discourse on inequality, which cancels itself out as it
grows. It evaluates the deviation, describes it, measures it and brings
it back to zero” (39-40). We are faced with a paradoxical reversal of
the order with which we habitually think of these two sciences. The
geometric, pure, quality-free, metrically ordered plane is understood
as an apriori of our experience of the world at least since Kant. Con-
sequently it genealogically precedes the physical world of temporal
and changing reality. The instrument comes before the substance on
which it operates. Serres launches himself precisely against this ge-
nealogy in Le Gaucher boiteux, where he writes that:

Anaximander discovered or constructed the indefinite space in
which Greek mathematicians, followed by Euclid and others, lat-
er and seamlessly, placed the objects of geometry, points, lines,
planes, solids and vectors. Assume that such objects, whatever
they may be, recede from each other indefinitely; will leave be-
tween them the ultimate desert abstraction proposed by the pre-
Socratic, and without which nothing in mathematics could ever
have been thought. However, a famous fragment of Simplicio de-
clares that the indefinite emerged “at the moment its inventor un-
derstood that the elements, air, water, earth and fire, pay each oth-
er the penalty and expiation for their mutual injustice”.? (Serres
2017, 158)

In conclusion, the “Northwest Passage” between physics and geom-
etry, which makes the latter an abstraction aware of itself and of its
own debt-fee to physical reality, consists in the permanence of the
relationship between objects in space (159), which ontologically con-
stitute the plane through its own presence or present-absence. The
atomist void-plane then, even where it resembles the Cartesian, iso-
tropic, proto-modern plane, shares with nature its dependent and
relative character. Any space is permeated by a tension made by re-
lations between things (man included) that can be excluded to give

3 Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by the Author.
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rise to mathematical space, but which nevertheless reappears in con-
tact with reality, asserting its concrete, empirical transcendentali-
ty (Deleuze 1995). In nature there is no empty, isotropic plane de-
void of “operation”, rather, the plane itself arises from the operations
among the elements acting in what, only then, can become its inte-
rior (Jammer 1996, 86). Serres seems to suggest that the plane it-
self as a static structure has no connection with the plane of reali-
ty as a processual, fluid, changing and tumultuous creative process
of entities and forms.

It now seems clear that maps, and more generally any system of
representation of reality, are not simply pure lenses that return an
intact reality, but rather devices capable of producing, reproducing
or favouring certain orders of power. In cartographic representa-
tion, there is always an ontogenetic, as well as a descriptive, compo-
nent. The notion of “cartographic anxiety” elaborated by Martin Sax-
er (20164, 112) shows precisely the effects that the ability of maps to
“create reality in the territory itself” (113) have on the inhabitants of
the mapped areas. In other words, the choices made in representing
the land affect and shape the land itself. For the same reason, car-
tography is far from a harmless science. Returning to our present,
it is worth asking whether traditional cartography, carrying with it
the belief that the world is in its essence a pure space, is an adequate
tool for perceiving and guiding us in a world whose complexity is in-
creasingly urgent to preserve.

Let’s take a closer look to three kinds of spaces, that for different
reasons are now of outmost importance both for the description and
orientation of contemporary world. This is not to say that these kinds
are the only one to which this article’s argument is suitable, I'm only
offering examples of situations that well fit this argument and, most
importantly, inspired it. The first ones are margins of cities, especial-
ly western or western-like ones, that are difficult to grasp, from a geo-
graphical point of view, if we rely only exclusively on a traditional map.
The division between the main municipality and the periphery ones,
mirrors in the co-presence of multiple cultures and historically strat-
ified cultural milieux. In these spaces, the only possible geographical
reading is the one that stays in between the fluid encounters of multi-
ple individuals and histories, that are involved in a non-stop process
of mutation and adaptation, in which the intervention on space is one
of the active forces. A second kind of space can be seen in rural ar-
eas, especially the ones that are not involved in massive agroindus-
trial processes, such as “Mountains in the Middle” (Varotto 2020). In
these areas, there’s a relevant need of a geographic narrative that is
able to highlight the historical backgrounds (and resources) as well
as the present demographic processes. People living in those areas
can mostly rely on resources and practices that are difficult to trans-
mit and represent through a traditional map, such as pastures with
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specific biodiversities (Garcia-Dory et al. 2021), strong and localized
artisanal traditions and foodscapes (Fontefrancesco et al. 2023) that
are the result of many years of adaptation and dwelling of the space.
A third kind of space that can be seen as a possible laboratory for al-
ternative and even critical forms of cartography are the areas where
strong migratory fluxes happens. Whether we are talking about seas,
mountain passes or zones that precede a frontier. These places need
to be comprehended way deeper than what traditional cartography
can do. If we agree that the world is not made of static objects put
on a surface, then those migratory fluxes and their trajectories are
part of the space, and need to be included also as geographical da-
ta. As Forensic Architecture frequently demonstrates (such as in the
work dedicated to drift-backs (Forensic Architecture 2024), boat ma-
neuvers and trajectories operated in the Aegean Sea against people
seeking rescue), geography need to broaden its perimeter in order
to properly represent and orient a space of conflict, welcoming data
analysis, video and textual narrations and innovative visual solutions.
For now, we referred mostly to socially-battled spaces, but the same
argument works for biologically-battled spaces, often related to cli-
matic processes. Both humans and non-humans are part of the Har-
lequin costume of the earth’s surface, that can no longer be reduced
to “virginal coat” (Serres 2016, 237). New tools are needed to orient
us in those unprecedented phenomena. This task has a peculiar as-
pect: we need to draw the map of territories at once very well-known
and completely new. The tools used to make it known are no longer
of any use because, relying on a static physical reality, they fail to ac-
count for the multiplicity of processes at work, which continually re-
shape the territory’s physiognomy and experience.

At this point, the simplest but least usual solution is to return to
pose ourselves in the original condition of all mappings and percep-
tions of space, that is, that of walkers, or, as we shall see later, navi-
gators. With no points on the sheet to indicate the route in advance,
“this way of dwelling and understanding the world is based on a ‘trav-
eller’s path’, the experience of land which arises by moving through
it, that differs fundamentally from the notion of land as fixed bound-
ed plots, typical of European based perceptions of the land surface”
(Johnson 2010, 138). Without having a point to reach, we are forced
to draw trajectories “on pen-toe” along the paper and, drop by drop
of ink, to build a track (pathway)* that connects in the same story hu-
man and space. This pathway is the starting point of the evergrow-
ing map we will eventually arrive at.

Let us return again to Serres’ text: we can conclude that, with

4 “Rather than a space, the notion of pathway describes a socio-spatial constellation
that aggregates heterogenous elements” (Saxer 2016b).
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respect to the fluid and manifold variety that originates the world,
geometry unaware of its own debt of existence becomes responsi-
ble for an annihilation: it in fact offers a set of unambiguous coordi-
nates to orient oneself, a yardstick for measuring the world, but this
world and this orientation are inert, dead, they concern a static vi-
sion that exists only at the price of killing the space of our concrete
experience. Carl Ritter, quoted by Franco Farinelli in the first pages
of Geography, writes this clearly: “maps stand to the essence of the
world as the anatomy of the corpse stands to the living substance of
the heart” (Farinelli 2003, 21). It is a practical demonstration that ge-
ography, as Farinelli himself writes, tells not only where things are,
but also what they are (37). When this second question is not asked,
it is simply because this ‘something’ is reduced to nothing, to death.

On the geometric plane nothing moves. The world, seen through
a traditional top-down map, could die and life could cease, without
any change on the map. Entire aquifers, fields and portions of land
could cease to produce edible food and water, and yet their carto-
graphic representation would not change. Human beings today are
immersed in exactly these kinds of changes and it is within them that
they need to orient themselves.

It is not true that traditional maps are drawn from God’s point of
view. The “extraterrestrial” point of view (Calvino 1984), has nothing
of the divine one that Leibniz described as the totality of all profiles
simultaneously. Perfect perpendicularity does not consist in the mul-
tiplication of viewpoints, understood as the sensitive and perceptual
(not only visual) nodes from which knowledge of the world is articu-
lated, but in the indistinct departure from the perceptual ecosystem
and thus, literally, near-death.

How did it happen that the descriptive requirement of the phys-
ical nature on which the map insists was overridden by the geo-
metric one, related to orientation? It is necessary to concentrate on
the moment when the reversal in the genealogy identified by Michel
Serres becomes taken for granted. This moment, if we were to iden-
tify it precisely, I believe may consist in the words with which New-
ton calls absolute space, that is, precisely that desert, empty and iso-
tropic space, “true space” (Newton 2018), addressing the other as
“relative space”. Many authors have identified the English physicist
as the turning point that leads directly to the Kantian perspective, in
which the plane of absolute space becomes the foundation of experi-
ence and no longer, as in the atomism with which Serres is concerned,
the derivative by subtraction of an eternally moving function. It was
this revolutionary step that opened the door to modern cartography
as we know it. Here, too, description (absolute space as true space)
and orientation (man as a point in neutral space, orienting himself
thanks to a coordinate system outside the world) go hand in hand.
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Figurel LucaVitone,Cartaatopica.1988-92. Map, plexiglass, 68.5x99.5cm.
Collezione AGI, Verona

The real problem we face today is that the plane on which we have
for centuries undisturbedly placed objects, roads, our own bodies,
has proven its agency. In other words, it has proven to be null and
void (and dangerous) if the processes that shape it are not taken in-
to account. This sort of muteness into which, suddenly, the main sup-
port of the cartographic tool has resolved itself is well demonstrat-
ed by a series of works by artist Luca Vitone entitled Carte atopiche,
belonging to his very first production.

If we take away from maps their toponyms, that is, that element
which in its complete conventionality robs maps of their objective
character, all that remains is a dumb and useless sheet of paper. What
remains is pure space, pure representation that achieves the oppo-
site result from the desired one of describing and orienting reality.

The agency that space demonstrates when considered in conjunc-
tion with the processes that constitute it had already been highlight-
ed, with regard to urban space, by Michel De Certeau in his The Prac-
tice of Everyday Life (1984). Reacting to the failures of modernism
and focusing on the concrete dynamics by which space is inhabited in
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urban contexts, the French author had highlighted the fact that space
is never neutral. On the contrary, every urban choice, every closure
and every opening of the inhabitant’s possibilities for action, affects
the life and political existence of individuals and the community. As
in De Certeau’s text, today the surface that is highlighted by tradi-
tional cartographic representation matters less than any other as-
pect of our experience of the world: less than the richness or poverty
of the soil, less than the healthiness of the aerial medium of the bio-
sphere, less even than the sky and its role in the continuation of life.

Awareness of this irreducibility of the physical world to surface
also means openness to a new human experience of space. Today
there is a need to rethink the ‘force’ of space, which rebels against
its simplifications, the processual thickness that is revealed in the
nature of every surface; and cartography can help to represent this
possible need.

Michel Serres has reflected extensively throughout his oeuvre on
the notion of fluidity, understood as a true expression of the consist-
ency of the world and experience, to such an extent that she has de-
fined his own work as a “navigational map-a mobile and floating in-
ventory” (Latour 1992, 105). But he is not the only one. The debate
about the possibility of perceiving the world as a set of fluid flow pro-
cesses that stochastically and momentarily shape what we call ob-
jects has involved several thinkers in the physical and human scienc-
es. For example, Tim Ingold who, in much of his output, has reflected
on how forms are generated from flows: “If there is regularity in the
form of the artefact, it comes from the fluent rhythmicity of the move-
ments that gave rise to it” (2013, 45). The very notion of line, fun-
damental to his thought, is nothing more than a tool for modelling
such fluidity. The earth, the geo- of geography, is composed of folds,
of forms in which flow is structured and deconstructed - not by ob-
jects placed on a surface. The mountain is not an object on the earth’s
surface, just as the path is not a line drawn on the earth, but both be-
long to the earth itself: the forms are the handwriting of the flow of
the earth’s material life. As Perullo writes, “the life of beings is a flux
that is born, develops, and continually transforms itself among mass-
es, spirals, tangles, and crossing/running lines not on the surface of
the world but in it, in the sense that it is this incessant process that
constitutes it” (2016, 404). Ingold himself spoke specifically about
how solidity is to be understood as a particular state of fluidity, and
not vice versa (Ingold, Simonetti 2022). Luce Irigaray showed how
metaphysics, understood in heideggerian terms as the being of the
entity in the age of technology and nihilism, is intimately linked to
the solid earth and ‘evaporates’ in contact with an element as wide-
spread and fundamental as unthinkable, air:
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Metaphysics always supposes, in some manner, a solid crust from
which to raise a construction. Thus, a physics that gives privilege
to, or at least that would have constituted, the solid plane. Wheth-
er philosophers distance themselves from it or whether they mod-
ify it, the ground is always there. As long as Heidegger does not
leave the “earth”, he does not leave metaphysics. The metaphysical
is written neither on/in water, nor on/in air, nor on/in fire. Its ek-
sistance is founded on the solid. And its abysses, whether from on
high or on low, doubtless find their explanation in the forgetting of
those elements that do not have that same density. (Irigaray 1999, 2)

Such perspectives hinging on the physical notion of fluidity have the
great merit of trying to account, at least in theory, for the complex
system of mixtures, contradictions, causes and effects of which we
suddenly find ourselves too little aware actors. Climate issues for ex-
ample are as much about air as they are about land, as solid as they
are about air and liquid. We are being pushed in the direction of an
unthinkable future, and the force that pushes has nothing of the stat-
ic mechanics, but is enacted through a patchwork of elements that, at
a distance, seem to us unreadable and incoherent, confused.

Part of this difficulty in consciously reacting to a fluid system of
forces stems from “distantism” (Clark 2017), upon which our percep-
tion of reality and much of cartography are based. Space is essen-
tially a seen space, that needs distance to be perceived; there is only
little room for the other senses in cartography. By remaining at a dis-
tance, however, the relationships we can have with the world, which
are mostly sensory, diminish dramatically (Serres 2016; Levin 1993).

At this point we need to ask whether and how it is possible to im-
agine cartography and geography of physical reality viewed from
the standpoint of fluidity. The explorer Robert Shaw writes “after all,
we do not desire to know a country in order to map it, but we map it
in order to know it” (Shaw 1871, 18): cartography has always been
used to control - a subject reducing a territory to an object of knowl-
edge - but now, in the irreducible multiplicity of the world’s thick-
ness, any purpose of control fails and any static grid becomes use-
less. Meanwhile, the ontogenetic power of cartography can be useful
to rethink cartography in a political way. If we know that descrip-
tion, as well as orientation, is never pure and detached, then is pos-
sible to orient geographical enquiries toward descriptions and ori-
entations that work as agents for the spaces they insist on. At the
same time, geography can be used to create awareness and self-rep-
resentation of communities that live in certain areas (of the kinds
that we mentioned before), opening to co-projectation of maps and
spatial accounts.

It is necessary to ask how we orient ourselves in this fluidity. In
this regard, there is one point on which all the thinkers we have cited,
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from Ingold to Serres, via Heidegger, De Certeau and Irigaray, agree:
the internal point of view, that means to put attention on the geog-
rapher, as well as the user, as a part of the description. It is summed
up well by the geographer Eric Dardel, when he says that geography
is based on the link between man and earth: “geographical science
presupposes that the world is understood geographically, that man
feels and knows himself to be linked to the earth as a being called
to fulfil himself in his earthly condition” (1986, 38). This means nev-
er leaving the position of the walker, the explorer that with “atten-
tive observation” (Erlwein, Gandy 2019) dwells an unknown land, or
an unknown aspect of a land, with the aim of describing and orient-
ing. Again, leaving the idea that there’s a static surface to rely on,
distractedly. There follows a passage where it is well understood how
the work of the geographer, of the Dardelian geographer, is inextri-
cably linked with closeness to the land and its variety:

Everywhere geographic space is carved into matter and diluted
in a mobile or invisible substance. The pure space of the geogra-
pher is not the abstract space of the mathematician: it is the blue
of the sky, the frontier between the visible and the invisible; it is
the emptiness of the desert, the space for death; it is the frozen
space of the dock, the torrid space of Turkmenistan, the mournful
space of the heath under the storm. (Dardel 1986, 16)

Without this connection, which takes the form of a feel-a-part of the
earth and space one’s working on, there is no possibility of navigating
at the heart of Harlequin’s costume. So first, internal point of view.

Second then, relationship. Relationship that can only arise from a
sensitive, and not solely visual, involvement with the world. We can no
longer consider ourselves inhabitants of an empty desert, of a surface
in itself devoid of quality. Although the earth in the not-too-distant
future might, according to many estimates, increasingly resemble a
desert, this would not mean that a desert cartography would become
more real. On the contrary, it would be up to us to realize how much
richness and affordances there are of the desert, or we would not be
able to survive. To orient ourselves in search of these resources we
will certainly have to change the map. We have talked about the re-
lational origin of geometry: relationships, seen simultaneously, pro-
duce a fabric. Not a fabric already made, however: we must not imag-
ine, once again, a grid made and finished that overlaps the territory,
but a fabric that is ceaselessly being produced, on which we always
position ourselves on the end yet to be spun, at the limit. The same
limit with which Aristotle identified place itself in his physics. Map
and territory are no longer the central point: the very point of view
from which these two elements can be separated is lost. Relationship
means attention, it means alertness of the senses to have as much
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data as possible, feel as close as possible to the earth. As we already
pointed out regarding the work of Michel Serres, building a dense
net of relations out of our sensible experience is the key element for
experiences a spatial horizon that doesn’t fall into abstraction. The
possibility of orientation in a fluid world begins from the active per-
ception of what is around, in order to insert the geographer (or the
men existing geographically, in Dardel’s words) inside, and not out-
side, the map. In this sense we can speak of an evergrowing map,
because it perpetually needs intervention and active perception to
work, and grows preserving a trace of its own past.

It’s a continuous putting into play: returning walkers, or naviga-
tors. The navigator never goes straight, but responds through con-
tinual crookedness of the rudder to the angles that the fluidity of the
sea presents to him, only then can he follow his own trajectory. Like
him, the walker responds to the constant obstacles of the terrain,
which require him to adjust his course, to change course, to recog-
nize the tracks and resources the path offers. Both the navigator and
the walker are always immersed in the environment they're travers-
ing, ravenous of significant relations with the space that can show
them the orientation for their next move. It is clear how this perspec-
tive is marked by a strong limitation: it never goes beyond the open-
ness around us, but

to inhabit the earth does not mean to nestle in a place, but to in-
habit a space that opens between a here and a there, it means
to traverse this space in all senses. The spatiality of existence is
movement, not rootedness. (Besse 2008, 116)

The evergrowing map is not something to be simply read, but more
of something to participate and join.

In this continuous movement, what stays on the map is, more than
a plain, the vectors of which Serres speaks about in many occasions
(2016; 2017; 2018). Vectors between what? Between names, icons,
sensitive similarities that “take as a maionnaise” (Besse 2008, 111)
only in contact with the things we depend on for our relationships.
A cartography independent of the human, understood in its sensible
being-a-thing, is a cartography independent of the world, which is ex-
actly what we are trying to distance ourselves from. Vectors instead
of static realities, signs that connect places and things and that com-
pose space. The sum of these vectors is a layering of lived experiences
that linger in relationships. To orient oneself'in a fluid reality requires
multiple layers, and so the evergrowing map consists of multiple lay-
ers of the same area, that give thickness to space not only in a strati-
graphic sense, but in a way that conjuncts social, biological and his-
torical realms. Each layer corresponds to a point of view, a gaze in
motion and in a perpetual state of dependence from the others. As
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written by Simonetti: “Maps are always the result of a specific per-
spective of space since we are never able see the world from every-
where at once” (2018, 70). Clearly here endless possibilities open up
for the artistic component inherent in cartography, for each palimp-
sest can be composed of sound, literary, graphic, olfactory and so
on. Each, partial. Through vectors, time can appear in space, over-
coming the paradigm outlined by Simonetti, in which space is a sur-
face of simultaneity while time can be seen only in the vertical over-
lapping (76). Vectors can be signs of simple movement, or can take
the form of narratives that creates “trails of story” (Johnson 2010).

To get a model of this conception, one need not go far: just look at
how we experience our homeland, understood, in Tuan’s sense (2013,
149), as the inhabited space theatre of livelihood. Overlaid in it are
tactile, auditory maps, tales of the past, memories, and plans for
the future. No piece remains pure, detached. The synchysis (Bosca
2023) of all this is a kind of manifold narrative, capable of travers-
ing space in all its fluid thickness, without falling in a simple strati-
graphic model. It is an awareness reserved for inhabitants, for those
who can have a stable as well as a deep relationship with a ground.
But is it not then true that the need to know a territory without in-
habiting it is at the heart of the colonial enterprise? Doesn't it con-
sist in reducing the active multiplicity of a place to a static plane on
which to intervene?

There is no single work of art or research that represents the idea
of evergrowing map, for two reasons. The first is that it is a concept
that requires further research and attention, the theoretical basis
for which has hopefully been laid in this article. Consequently, the
hope is that the suggestions contained therein may generate not on-
ly more reflections about it, but also focused research in the con-
text of contemporary art. The second reason, on the other hand, is
more of a theoretical order and concerns the possibility that this ev-
ergrowing map is itself multiple, like a synchysis, a mixing and co-
presence of multiple maps. An open concept or, to use a figure dear
to Michel Serres, a character, that keeps moving and operating when-
ever it becomes part of an encounter with a reader or, in our case,
a traveller. If this is true, if evergrowing map indicates a multiplici-
ty of readings of space united by the tendencies outlined throughout
the article, then there are some artistic elaborations that can give
an idea of what we are talking about. Some examples were given at
the beginning, I am thinking in particular of the research of Foren-
sic Architecture, which through a process of graphic and arithmetic
processing of data, offers interesting spatial perspectives referring
to situations of geopolitical conflict and humanitarian emergency.

An entirely different work is that of the Inland collective, en-
gaged for years in research on the theme of pastoralism and food
production. Its centre is a village in northern Spain, whose location
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Figures2-3  Screenshot from Forensic Architecture, “Fire in Moria Refugee Camp”, 03/2023

is unknown, but whose geography continues to be enriched through
all the projects the collective puts forth, from those related to honey
and bees to those related to cheese, such as the recent pavilion exhib-
ited at documenta fifteen. While not revealing the location, Inland’s
works related to the village manage to give an orientation within the
history of food production in that area, highlighting the geographical
and biological characteristics of the space, aimed at raising aware-
ness towards rural areas. A similar operation, but referring to a mar-
ginal urban space, has been carried out for years by the collective
Stalker, Osservatorio Nomade, which organizes collective walks and
crossings of those areas of the Italian capital that would otherwise
be invisible or, at most, marked by a simple name on a map. By walk-
ing, together, and making themselves available for encounter, the
paths designed by Stalker are able to orient and describe shadowy
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Figure4 JonasMekas,AMap of 1960s New York from Memory. In Obrist 2014, 15

territories in a profound way. Terra Forma also offers a rich variety
of visual elaborations of space, that try to bind together space and
the processes that constitute it (Ait-Touati et al. 2022). There are al-
so several artistic interventions that have maps at their core: for ex-
ample Jonas Mekas overlaps the map of New York with the spatial lo-
cations developed by his memory in A Map of 1969s New York from
Memory; or, on a totally different approach, Andrea Zanzotto, that
gives life to a simply-drawn map of his heimat through words that
proceed along specific trajectories in space.

In conclusion, it is worth remembering that what comes closest to
the idea of evergrowing map is not a single one of these maps, but
rather their co-presence, their joint tension to multiply the possible
readings of space. Map, in this sense, remains a verb rather than a
noun, as a continuous attitude of mapping, reading and rereading,
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Figure5 AndreaZanzotto, Le poesie e le prose scelte. AcuradiS. Dal Bianco e G.M. Villalta,
Milano: I Meridiani Mondadori, 1999

rather than delimiting and establishing a single reading. This read-
ing ties in with recent criticisms from Non-Representational Theo-
ry, summarized by Kitchin as “space can be seen as a verb, rather
than a noun” (2009, 270). One of the actions of the verb is, probably,
mapping the “dynamic simultaneous multiplicity” of space in present
“spatial times” (Massey 2005, 177).

The evergrowing map is this continuous overlapping of layers of
territorial knowledge, the continuous intersection of viewpoints sit-
uated along ever-changing trajectories. It is a map where no point is
drawn before the pathway arrives to it. A map that is born like a tree,
rather than a spider’s web, and that, like a tree, is capable of main-
taining its structure and usefulness even in the aftermath of the se-
vere shocks we will inevitably encounter in the future into which we
are venturing. A map that gives an account of gestures and move-
ments, more than of a supposedly stable reality. To read it is to par-
ticipate it, both in the encounter with the past and in the necessity
to continue the walk in the future. Time stays in the correspondence.
As Giuseppe Penone writes:

Fossilizing the gestures that have developed in a space
brings humans closer to plants forced to live

eternally under the weight of the ‘gestures’ of their lived
experience.

Is not permitted to the tree to forget: it is its contortions,
its balance, the harmonious distribution of its masses,
its static perfection, the freshness of its shaping,
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the purity of its structure combined with the compact
character

of its bronze surface, making it a living sculpture.
Producing a column made of overlapping gestures

is like building a tree.

Forging and fixing the lines of force of the blow at a point,
taking into account the set of actual and probable breaths
that has place in this space, is to produce a sculpture.

By imparting a rotational motion to the chin that grasps and
holds,

and to the lip that licks and pours, you get a vase.

(Penone 2022, 113)
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1 Art, Cartography, and Climate Change

Remember now, my Love, what piteous thing
We saw on a summer’s gracious day:

By the roadside a hideous carrion, quivering
On a clean bed of pebbly clay,

Her legs flexed in the air like a courtesan,
Burning and sweating venomously,

Calmly exposed its belly, ironic and wan,
Clamourous with foul ecstasy.

Charles Baudelaire, A Carillon

(Allen Tate’s transl.)

“Would you tell me, please, which way I ought
to go from here?”

“That depends a good deal on where you want
to get to,” said the Cat.

“I don’t much care where—" said Alice.

“Then it doesn’t matter which way you go,”
said the Cat.

“—so long as I get somewhere,” Alice added
as an explanation.

“Oh, you're sure to do that,” said the Cat,

“if you only walk long enough.”

Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland

This proposal is situated within the framework of the philosophy of
the embodied mind, experimented here with unorthodox means, that
is, not usually used in academia. Specifically, through mixed-media
artwork, I will use the figure of the monster in relation to the carto-
graphic medium to develop reflective and imaginative processes in
favour of the environment.

Cartographers have always operated at the intersection of art and
science (Ribeiro, Caquard 2018). In Ancient Greece, cartographers
were influenced by scientific procedures based on geometry and as-
tronomy (Brotton 2014). Western medieval maps used artistic tech-
niques to reinforce religious and mythical beliefs about the world
(Zumthor 1993). During the Renaissance, maps played a key role in
the purposes of exploration and colonization, and it was in that con-
text, according to Denis Wood (2010), that modern Western cartog-
raphy would be born, that is, during the period when nation-states
and formal sciences in the academies were becoming established.
Parallel to a scientific-functional shift in cartography, artistic prac-
tices began to make increasing use of maps. Exemplary in this re-
gard is the work of Jan Vermeer, who, beyond his paradigmatic The
Geographer (1669), in which the subject is a scholar immersed in his
research, manifests throughout his production a genuine obsession
with cartography.

When there were no more spaces to explore in the early 1900s,
artists’ interest became focused on unveiling the political power of
maps, and on imagining new and alternative ways of orienting oneself
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in space and visualizing it. Wood calls this new approach “map art”
(2010), which can be defined as mapping enacted by artists to chal-
lenge conventional cartographic practices. Central in this sense is
the experience of first the Dadaists and Surrealists, and then the
Situationists.

In Paris, on 14 April 1921, the Dadaists met in front of the church
of Saint-Julien-le-Pauvre. From there began the first of a series of ur-
ban excursions to ‘banal’ places in the city. This was the inauguration
of a series of experimentations that over the twentieth century have
from time to time taken on specific characteristics defined by terms
such as ‘visits’, ‘deambulations’, and dérive. The Dadaists with their
visits that took them to insult places in the city, in addition to produc-
ing a desecration of the idea of art, enacted an absurd and anti-mod-
ern wandering in the footsteps of the Parisian flaneur. With surreal-
ist deambulations, on the other hand, the aim was, through a state
of loss of control and hypnosis, to reveal the unconscious zones and
the ‘repressed’ of a territory. Also on the Surrealist side, the experi-
mentation related to alternative ways of crossing and visualizing ter-
ritory takes the emblematic form of Le monde au temps des Surréa-
listes in which nothing is described in the usual ways, every aspect
is distorted and difficult to recognize. Realized by Paul Eluard, one
of the founders of Surrealism, and published in a special edition of
the Belgian Surrealist magazine “Variétés. Le Surréalisme en 1929”,
it was intended to challenge the imperialist and Eurocentric repre-
sentation of the world (Wood 2010). Another example is the Inverted
Map of South America (1936) by a former member of the Surrealist
movement the Uruguayan artist Joaquin Torres-Garcia who precise-
ly developed a map turned upside down from cartographic stand-
ards. The purpose was first to question the practice of placing the
South at the bottom of any map as opposed to the North positioned
in a dominant position that defined a hierarchical relationship. Sec-
ond, it was intended to support the idea that cartographic art and
processes should be created from the bottom up.

The practices pioneered by the Dadaists and Surrealists would be
systematized by first the Letterists and then the Situationists in the
mid to late 1950s. A key term for the Situationists is dérive which
stands for a walk with a playful and collective character without a
defined itinerary characterized, however, by precise rules. Through
such ludic exploration, it is possible to free oneself from habitual ori-
entation procedures and enact détournements i.e. subversions and re-
versals. The psychogeographic practice is thus defined: according to
Situationists, through it can be explored the potentially imaginative
relationship between individual behaviour and urban space. It is pre-
cisely from this notion that two emblematic maps are made by Guy De-
bord, a pivotal figure in the movement. In 1957 is the first real Situa-
tionist psychogeographic map, La Guide psychogéographique de Paris
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designed to be distributed to tourists who were invited to get lost. In
this guide Paris is divided into pieces and connected by arrows based
on psychogeographic surveys, that is, the city is reimagined from sub-
jective experience, as a result of the psychic effects that the urban
context causes on the individual. Also from 1957 is Naked City, which
takes the form of a collage in which Paris is reassembled through unu-
sual routes in a chaotic manner, stripped of utilitarian grids: through
psychogeographical dérive the Situationists naked the city and play-
fully reimagined the territory (Pinder 1996; Corner 1999).

Situationism occupies an eminent position regarding explorations
of the relationship between art and cartography in the context of
the twentieth century and has strongly influenced several contem-
porary art practices guided by similar activist agendas (Kvas 2014).
Just think, as we shall see in a moment, of the influence it managed
to exert in the following century on Locative Art, which operating
within and in opposition to Media Art is particularly concerned with
mapping and processes of questioning everyday orientation.

At the turn of the twenty-first century, the transdisciplinary dia-
logue between artists, scientists, and cartographers has further in-
tensified. If we want to identify some key moments to indicate the
beginning of a renewed interest in cartographic issues, we should
first refer to the 1990s when the U.S. government liberalized GPS
signals, and to 2005 when Google introduced its GeoTools - Google
Maps and Street View - and Apple launched the 3D iPhone through
which geospatial data could be used. From now on, digital cartog-
raphy can be explored and manipulated by users through informat-
ic devices that will become more and more widespread as the years
go by. This means that data and images are available to anyone and
provide material for critical and creative experimentation.

Many artists, moving from the field of so-called New Media Art or
Net Art - a genre that includes artworks designed and produced em-
ploying multimedia technologies -, have used the cartographic medi-
um to investigate processes related to globalization, climate change,
pollution, migration, surveillance or the acquisition and use of biome-
tric data. Particularly interesting in this regard is the so-called Loca-
tive Art, in which location-based mobile technologies for satellite track-
ing and navigation services are employed. Locative Art that arose in
the early years of the new millennium, while emerging in the context
of New Media Art, stands in opposition to it in that it challenges the
disembodied, screen-based experience that the latter promotes. Loc-
ative Art’s emphasis is on the reappropriation of space through active
intervention and exploration of territory. New practices related to Loc-
ative Art emphasize the possibility for the user to actively enter the
chain of networked connections and thus the cultural production of
the systemic device. The main purpose is to question the techniques of
viewing, filming, and tracking and their impact on everyday practices.
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Within this subgenre operate collectives such as Social Fiction,
Blast Theory, and Proboscis, and artists like Christian Nold, Teri
Rueb, Masaki Fujihata, Stephen Wilson, and Jeremy Wood. Emblem-
atic in its simplicity is a project by the art collective Social Fiction
entitled .walk (dot-walk) awarded at the 2004 Transmediale media-
arts festival in Berlin. .walk combined computer code and urban ex-
ploration in which participants left the gallery to follow a randomly
generated path through the city. Such a project emblematically en-
acts the main instance of locative art, which consists of leaving de-
puted places, detaching oneself from the screen, and actively explor-
ing the city to remap it.

Locative Art encompasses a range of heterogeneous practices with
ubiquitous manifestations. Such practices may operate at the bound-
ary of data art - in which is data, and in this case, geodata, that is
employed as the material of the work -, or they may be enacted to de-
velop georeferenced digital storytelling in which Google Street View
images are used, or they can be employed to bring geofiction to life
in which new maps are manipulated and created, or they can be put
in place to develop deep mapping processes in which a wide range
of geographical information from fiction, art, stories, and memories
associated with places is employed.

Following the general subdivision proposed by Marc Tuters and Ka-
zys Varnelis in the essay Beyond Locative Media (2006), it is possible
to distinguish within this subgenre between annotative and phenom-
enological mapping practices. This distinction is made based on the
terms détournement and dérive, which are central to the explorations
of Situationism, the inspirational movement of Locative Art. Annota-
tive practices, which would inherit the subversive instances of détour-
nement, are characterized by the fact that they add data to change
the world - as we shall see, this is where Biston betularia carbonaria,
the artwork presented here, stands. Phenomenological practices, on
the other hand, are characterized by the fact that they aim to trace
the subject’s actions in the world. Adopting the mapping and wander-
ing tactics of dérive, such practices invite the re-inhabitation of this
world by escaping the utilitarian trajectories already established. An-
notative projects have a strong demystifying charge, while tracking-
based projects seek to use technology to stimulate highly underuti-
lized everyday practices such as walking or occupying a public space.

The direct filiation with the avant-garde movements of the twen-
tieth century is underscored by Tuters and Varnelis, who note how
artists working within Locartive Art insist “not only that their work
is capable of creating a paradigmatic shift in the art world, but al-
so that it can reconfigure our everyday life as well by renewing our
sense of place in the world” (2006, 358).

One of the most pressing issues today for which we are actively
called to reconfigure our lives and thus renew “our sense of place in
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the world” is the current climate crisis. As the 2023 report of the In-
tergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) shows, the last cen-
tury has seen a global average temperature increase of 1.1°C com-
pared to the pre-industrial period. The main cause is attributed to
the use of fossil fuels, unsustainable energy practices, and land ex-
ploitation. This has led to an intensification in the frequency of ex-
treme weather events such as floods, droughts, storms, and fires that
threaten our survival and that of ecosystems. Associated with these
scenarios are sociopolitical events related to climate migration, so-
cial polarization, inequality, and enhanced exposure to death of eco-
nomically marginal populations. If global warming is to be limited
so that it does not exceed the pre-industrial level of 1.5°C, ambitious
actions must be taken now to cut greenhouse gas emissions by 2030.
Remedies implemented so far to counter the climate crisis have been
inadequate. Increasingly urgent is the call from many fronts for art-
ists, researchers, and scientists to develop a dialogue and join forc-
es with the aim of enacting effective interventions to bring about
real change (Tsing et al. 2017; Kaaronen, Rietveld 2021). There are
many practices in which artists operate based on environmental in-
stances (Davis, Turpin 2015); given that cartography has always fos-
tered encounters between artists and scientists, it seems to stand as
a privileged place to enact the much-invoked dialogue. In this sense,
practices related to Locative Art seem to allow very promising het-
erogeneous experimentations.

Particularly significant is the work of Natalie Jeremijenko, an art-
ist and engineer with a background in biochemistry, physics, neuro-
science, and precision engineering. Her work focuses first and fore-
most on exploring the relationship between society, environment, and
technology. Consider, for example, Amphibious Architecture, a pro-
totype created in 2009 by Natalie Jeremijenko’s Environmental Art
Clinic at New York University in collaboration with Columbia Univer-
sity’s Living Architecture Lab, and then developed as public art at
Glenorchy Art and Sculpture Park (GASP) in Australia. Amphibious
Architecture is an interactive light array of 20 high-tech polycarbon-
ate buoys that, through a sensing system, illuminates through col-
oured lights in the bay making visible dissolved oxygen levels in the
water - which is an important indicator of estuarine health. In addi-
tion, more information can be acquired from visitors via SMS. The
project, in this way, makes visible what is usually invisible. The Am-
phibious Architecture, by creating a poetic map of pollution levels,
aims to promote a multi-layered dialogue between humans, fish, and
their shared environment.

Another emblematic case, especially as part of a practice in which
multiple disciplines intertwine to foster interventions that transcend
the art world, is Cloud Studies created by the research centre Fo-
rensic Architecture. The collective, led by founder Eyal Weizman,
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consists of architects, engineers, lawyers, and activists. Their work
investigates space using video, archival images, and maps to pro-
duce and present spatial evidence within legal, political, and cultur-
al contexts. In the video installation Cloud Studies, the collective,
using numerous case studies, tries to bring to public attention data,
images, and maps that account for how petrochemical emissions or
forest fires infest the air that millions of people breathe. Originally
produced for the exhibition Critical Zones: Observatories for Earth-
ly Policies for the ZKM in Karlsruhe, the work has been presented in
various exhibition spaces including the 12th Berlin Biennale.

An extremely significant other work is A quiet desert failure. The
project was started in 2013 by artist Guido Segni, who programmed
an Internet bot (a small program that automates the execution of ac-
tions to be performed on the web) that can take images of the Sa-
hara Desert from Google Maps and post them on a Tumblr blog, one
image every thirty minutes. The project will have to last at least 40
years. A quiet desert failure, in addition to mapping the progress of
an otherwise invisible process, will show the inadequacy of the tech-
nological means used to develop it. This is because, in all likelihood,
the technological means used will become obsolete within the time
frame envisioned for the development of the work. A quiet desert fail-
ure highlights how, although technologies are becoming increasingly
sophisticated, they may not be able to withstand climate upheaval.

2 Monsters and Borders

The presence of what is completely out-of-the-ordinary or more-than-
natural manifests itself within our form of life through the figure of
the monster that emerges in stories, dances, songs, and rituals in
every age and every culture. The monster has held and still holds
disparate functions. My purpose in this paper will be to experiment
with its imaginative functioning within Biston betularia carbonaria,
a mixed-media artwork created in collaboration with photographer
Valeria Scrilatti and articulated from an eco-dystopia that uses the
map medium as a site of exploration.

Thesis V of Jeffrey Cohen’s seminal text Monster Theory argues
that “the Monster polices the Borders of the Possible” (1996, 12). The
monster is placed at the edge of our knowledge, on the margins of
what we master, on the limit of what we can do, and beyond which we
cannot venture. From that threshold, the monster “stands as a warn-
ing against exploration of its uncertain demesnes” (12).

Crossing the boundaries set by monsters can involve making
ourselves vulnerable to their attacks or becoming monstrous our-
selves. This is precisely the case of the first werewolf in Western lit-
erature, the Lycaon, king of Arcadia, who, as Ovid narrates in the
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Metamorphoses, was guilty of violating the bond of trust that binds
host and guest, first by trying to kill Jupiter while he was sleeping
in his house, and then, the next day, serving him the body parts of a
hostage as lunch. Jupiter then transformed Lycaon into what Cohen
calls “a monstrous semblance of that lawless, godless state to which
his actions would drag humanity back” (1990, 13). The king of Arca-
dia deprived of the use of speech began running through the fields
howling and hurling himself at sheep to feed on their blood.

The same happens with its 1990s film version of John Landis’s An
American Werewolf in London, where the main character David, flee-
ing and thus leaving his travelling companion John alone in the face
of danger, is guilty of breaking the pact of friendship and rescue. Da-
vid, having become a werewolf throughout the film, will embody the
loneliness and social and emotional isolation that he has enacted.

As Cohen explains, there are monsters born of political expediency
that prompt action, and monsters of prohibition that control bounda-
ries and interdict certain behaviours (1990, 13). This is the paradig-
matic case of medieval merchants who, to discourage certain routes
with their potential trade and thus establish a monopoly, purposely
spread maps dotted with the presence of sea snakes (13). The proto-
type of the “‘geographic’ monster’” (14) in Western culture is repre-
sented by Homer’s Polyphemos. Cyclopes constitute the “quintessen-
tial xenophobic rendition of the foreign” (14); devoid of community,
savages with atomized lives, they inhabited a space outside of civili-
zation as ancient Greeks understood it. Cyclopes embodied the fear
of losing one’s status as a human being: Greeks, educated within a
deindividualizing society in which identity was determined by one’s
function within a system, were terrified of being swallowed up by
the monster of individuality, literally incorporated within a differ-
ent form of life.

o
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Valeria Scrilatti,

Biston betularia carbonaria. 2023.
Mixed Media Art project created

by Antonio lanniello

and Valeria Scrilatti.

Photos of several specimens

of Biston Betularia Carbonaria

taken from the natural history archives
wereused: https://data.nhm.
ac.uk/search.

Through collage and postproduction,
pieces of the best-preserved bodies

of each specimen were cutout and then
mounted together to create the moth

September 2025. A melanic form of peppered moth - Biston betularia
carbonaria - on a charred birch trunk in Athens. Biston betularia is
a lepidopteran moth widespread in Eurasia and North America that
occurs in two main chromatisms: the white form (typica) and the me-
lanic form (carbonaria), which has dark-colored wings instead. Lep-
idoptera comes from the Greek word ‘Lepis’ meaning ‘scale’, and it
refers to the typical ‘fur’ that covers the body of moths, which is ac-
tually made up of thin scales made of chitin, a keratinous material
that makes up the Arthropods’ exoskeleton.

The monsters we encounter today in popular mass culture have
inherited, to some extent, the police function of respect for bounda-
ries, characteristic of their ancestors. Such contemporary monsters,
however, are alienated, that is, placed on the margins of everyday
life, relegated to designated places where we are called upon to enjoy
them, according to that division between imagination and reality that
characterizes the modern age (Ingold 2022). Among the countless ex-
amples that embody this police role, albeit in some ways depowered,
particularly emblematic is the case of Ron Underwood’s 1990 film
Tremors. In this blockbuster movie, that later would spawn a famous
franchise, some monsters - hungry giant earthworms - with their at-
tacks, with their menacing looming over people’s lives, literally define
a boundary by forcing the characters to stay within the perimeter
of the fictional town of Perfection. Throughout the movie, the under-
ground monsters, from time to time, force the characters to take ref-
uge on a rock or, in one very emblematic scene, in a drugstore among
consumer goods. In practice, the inhabitants of Perfection are pris-
oners of a perfection - a shared norm, a way of life - that has defined
their relationship with the environment intended as a mere commod-
ity-not coincidentally, the two protagonists after killing a monstrous
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creature immediately sell its corpse for 15 dollars, a corpse that is
then displayed in the village store to make a derisory profit. In the
end, the need to confront these monstrous creatures will lead one of
the protagonists, Val, to better observe his surroundings, that is, he
will be able to move from not seeing to seeing, or from seeing to see-
ing more or seeing differently» (Noé 2015, XI). This has to do with
what I will refer to throughout this paper as monstrous education of
attention. The female main character, Rhonda, who was invisible to
Val, becomes attractive to him at the end. The problem here, as in-
deed in other products of the American film industry - such as for ex-
ample Steven Spielberg’s Jurassic Park in which the traditional fami-
ly is threatened by prehistoric creatures but in the end the monsters
succumb inexorably - is that in the closing scenes, when Val decides
to declare himself to Rhonda, everyone returns to the perimeter of
Perfection, thus re-establishing the initial status quo.

The monsters [ will try to ‘summon’ in this paper are meant to chal-
lenge our practices and not to reassure us with the idea that soon-
er or later they will be defeated and everything will go back to the
way it was, because the climate crisis we are experiencing will not
let everything remain unchanged. This means that there will be no
perimeter in which we can take refuge to console ourselves with the
categories that have governed our form of life so far.
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Figure 2 Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia carbonaria. 2023. Mixed Media Art project
created by Antonio lanniello and Valeria Scrilatti.
Collage of two archival photos later reworked in Photoshop

September 2025. Athens, having been incinerated by flames, is cov-
ered in melanic moths. The few residents who have not joined the
Greek government’s evacuation plans wander lonely through the de-
serted streets. They call themselves ‘pilgrims’ and wear long white
robes to avoid being covered, like everything else, by the melanic
moths. Because everything is black and indistinguishable, every sign
obliterated, purged away by the fire, the haze and the moths’s ‘fur’,
the ‘pilgrims’ are only able to get their bearings because of the sto-
ries they sing aloud.

301

JoLMA e-ISSN 2723-9640
5,1,2024,291-318



Antonio lanniello
Biston betularia carbonaria

3 Monstrous Education of Attention

Both in antiquity and nowadays in popular culture, monsters re-
spond - on different levels and with different results - to a warning
function that often has to do with safeguarding physical, moral, or po-
litical boundaries. Etymology suggests that “‘monster’ derives from
Latin monstrum, which is related to the verbs monstrare (‘show’ or
‘reveal’) and monere (‘warn’ or ‘portend’)” (Beal 2002, 6-7). The mon-
ster is a kind of omen indicating something ominous or threatening
that populates one’s world (Asma 2009, 13). In short, following the
etymology, the monster shows us something and, by showing what
we have not seen before, warns us. In this sense, the monster can
be linked to a specific form of “education of attention” (Gibson 1986,
254) where an imaginary being is used to foreground dangers that
lay ahead that remain invisible by many in a community.

To better focus on what is meant here by the ‘education of atten-
tion” we need to place this notion within the broader framework of
James Gibson'’s ecological psychology. To do so, I will refer to the way
his teachings have been developed over the past few years within the
philosophy of embodied mind by Erik Rietveld and colleagues or, on
the side of anthropological studies, by Tim Ingold.

Gibson’s proposal revolves around the controversial and complex
notion of ‘affordance’ which is meant the invitation the environment
provides the animal with in order to act (Gibson 1986, 18-19). In an
attempt to account for the rich landscape of possibilities that charac-
terizes the human niche, philosophers Erik Rietveld and Julian Kiver-
stein provide an expanded version according to which an affordance
is a relationship between an aspect of the sociomaterial environment
and of the abilities available in a form of life (Rietveld, Kiverstein
2014). Affordances in this way are not relegated to the simple sen-
sorimotor dimension but refer to the very rich repertoire of abilities
we can acquire in our form of life.

Our contact with the sociomaterial environment occurs within the
framework of practices in which we are educated. Such practices select
for us aspects of the environment relevant to our interests and leave oth-
ers ignored. In this sense we can speak of ‘education of attention’ (Gib-
son 1986; Ingold 2000). Anthropologist Tim Ingold, in developing this
definition, offers an effective example in which he tells of a novice hunt-
er who learns by being led into the woods by more experienced hands.
The novice who finds himself/herself moving among undifferentiated
foliage is led to develop a sensitivity to the qualities of surface texture,
that is, a perceptual awareness of the properties of his surroundings
and the possibilities for action they offer (Ingold 2000, 37). Based on ‘ed-
ucation of attention’ occurring within a determined practice each indi-
vidual becomes skilled and thus selectively open to the rich landscape
of affordances available to a form of life (Bruineberg, Rietveld 2014).
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Even the so-called ‘higher’ cognitive capacities - such as imagina-
tion, memory, or reflection - can be understood as “skilful activities
in practices and in terms of the material resources exploited in those
practices” (Rietveld, Kiverstein 2014, 346). The skilled agent will be
able to successfully engage not only with affordances that unfold
over a short timespan but also with those indeterminate ones - like
those related to the imaginative processes - that are enacted over
long timescales (Van Dijk, Rietveld 2020). This means that imagina-
tion can be understood as a way of acting on an indeterminate invita-
tion we coordinate with over a long time. Such coordination is active-
ly enacted, and thus imaginative processes should not be understood
as an idiosyncratic process, a fantasy that distances us from the re-
al, but as an exploration of the sociomaterial environment that de-
velops based on tangible invitations.

As Ingold states, considering imagination as something that hap-
pens in reality results in a more generous conception of both imag-
ination and reality:

A more generous understanding of reality would admit to a world
that is not already precipitated out, into fixed and final objects,
but launched in ever- flowing currents of formation; a more gen-
erous understanding of imagination would allow it continually to
overspill the limits of conceptualisation and representation, in-
to unmapped realms of conscience and feeling. (Ingold 2022, 4)

To engage an imaginative process, with an artistic artefact for ex-
ample, both in the position of activator of an artistic practice and of
the one who continues its development as a user, means “setting ex-
istence loose amidst the flux of creation” (4).

Through an artwork presenting imaginary scenarios, I aim here
to develop a monstrous education of attention that shows (monstrare)
real though as yet unrealized threats in their full horrific potential
(monere). Such education, as it will become clear in the last section,
comes through the imaginative invitation to repopulate commonly
used maps with a climatic monster so that our relationship to our
surroundings and our usual orientation in space is deeply challenged.

Traditionally there have been two geographical principles that
have determined the regions inhabited by monsters: the idea that
monsters are the product of climate, and the idea that they are lo-
cated at the ends of the Earth where it has an end (Van Duzer 2013).
Through this contribution, I try to populate geographical space with
monsters that are the product of climate change and that embody
the possible end of the Earth, understood not as a spatial extremity
but as the ultimate ending, the extinction, of its and our existence.
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4 Globes, Maps, and Zombies

The most widely used tools today to orient ourselves in space are pro-
vided by the American multinational technology company Google,
which offers online services and is involved in artificial intelligence,
Internet advertising, and search engine technology; these are Google
Earth and Google Maps, launched in 2005. Google Earth is a three-
dimensional virtual globe that enacts a visual representation con-
sisting of different types of images: “Indexical: satellite images. Icon-
ic: road maps. Symbolic: nation-state boundaries” (Helmreich 2011,
1222). Google Maps is designed with a primarily practical purpose:
it is an interactive map that gives us directions on road routes and
provides details on the function of buildings. With the Street View
functionality, portions of space can be explored through a more im-
mersive experience. Google, to make this experience possible, uses a
fleet of cars outfitted with a pole with 9 cameras at its top, which pho-
tograph their surroundings. Both Google Earth and Google Maps’s
Street View make use of a technique known as ‘stitching’, which,
through the manipulation and montage of different types of images,
generates an effect of continuity.

There is an iconic image on Google Earth’s homepage, namely that
of the blue planet suspended in space, that perfectly embodies what
Ingold, in an article in which he contrasts the role of the sphere with
that of the globe in the representation of the Earth, calls the “mod-
ern conception of the environment” (2000, 209), that is, the idea of
a world that is no longer our home. The image of planet Earth as a
distant and well-controlled globe from a position of privilege repre-
sents “the culmination of a process of separation” (209), in which the
subject’s observational point is ideally shifted out of physical space.
Ingold, in critiquing this illusory position and to account for our ac-
tual experience of exploring the lived world, which occurs gradual-
ly by successive steps, refers to the example of the fourteen spheres
of the world, as drawn by Giovanni Camillo Maffei of Solofra in his
Scala Naturale (Venice, 1564).

As Ingold suggests, what unfolds before the Count of Altavilla, ready
under Maffei’s guidance to enter a new dimension of knowledge, is a
world of meaning that, through an education of attention, that is, a pro-
cess of sensory coordination, is gradually revealed to him.

In contrast, the globe suspended in space that Google’s platform
presents to us stands on the assumption that “meaning does not lie
in the relational context of the perceiver’s involvement in the world”
(Ingold 2000, 213). In this sense then, knowledge would be gained
not by directly engaging, in a practical way, with the heterogeneous
invitations of the rich sociomaterial environment - invitations not
reducible to the simple physical conformation of the landscape - not
through the active exploration of an inhabited world, but through the
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Figure 3

The fourteen spheres

of theworld, asdrawn

by Giovanni Camillo Maffei

of Solofrain his Scala Naturale
(Venice, 1564).

Giovanni’s patron,

the Count of Altavilla,

is shown beginning his ascent
through the spheres

detached and disembodied observation of a world that is simply oc-
cupied and dominated from above.

Zooming into Google Maps we find ourselves moving through the
space represented again according to the same principles. Even in
this case, the tool provides us with a map available to be traversed
as a flat surface or as an uninhabited scenery. If we drew on our lived
experience of the world and how we explore it, then we could develop
representations of the places we inhabit not in a merely spatial sense.
Thus, following Ingold again, in this case, dealing with maps, “plac-
es do not have locations but histories” (219). This means that places
are linked together by the itineraries enacted by their inhabitants.
The places then “exist not in space but as nodes in a matrix of move-
ment” (219). Orientation skills consist of “the ability to situate one’s
current position within the historical context of journeys previous-
ly made” (219). Ordinary orientation, therefore, more closely resem-
bles the telling of a story than the use of a map.

The intention here is not to underdetermine the possibility of de-
veloping an understanding of space that transcends our current po-
sition. A vision that ‘gathers’ the manifold is allowed here as long
as it is to be understood from not “everywhere-as-space” (227) that
is, from a position that would contemplate the world from a point of
view above and beyond, but from the “everywhere-as-region” (227)
structured by narrative nodes. An ‘everywhere’ is therefore admis-
sible as “a region concatenated by the place-to-place movements of
humans, animals, spirits, winds, celestial bodies, and so on” (228), a
relational ‘everywhere’ and not merely physical-spatial.
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What I want to point out with this proposal is that the technolo-
gies we use today, by enacting principles that rest on the “modern
conception of environment” (Ingold 2000, 209) and having expurgat-
ed monsters and spirits, that is, some particularly powerful narrative
nodes that transcend individual paths and histories, configure maps
as preconstituted stages that pre-exist our traversal, thus giving us
the illusion that there can be an environment to explore beyond our
collective movement in it, beyond the shared practices that consti-
tute it. Our maps enact preformed places that remain waiting to be
picked up by already given individual will.

Consider the experience that each person may have daily when
looking for a place to go in his or her city, but whose location is not
well known. Most likely we will go to Google Maps to search for the
address and, to gather additional clues and references, we will use
the Street View function. I want to draw attention here to how we
can access this function: we pick up a human-like silhouette lying
inert in a box as if immersed in cryosleep and, by dragging it with
the cursor, crucially, rain it down from above into the place in ques-
tion. This action we enact is extremely significant. The dormant be-
ing that represents us is led by our preconstituted interest through
desert cities that neither transform it nor are transformed by its pas-
sage. Such an experience resembles in some ways that represented
in George Romero’s 1979 film Dawn of the Dead in which zombies
throng the escalators of shopping malls. This similarity rests on the
fact that by using the Street View function, we drag a lifeless being
through uninhabited places where activities and services are report-
ed that relate first and foremost to our consumer dimension. The sim-
ilarities do not end there. The word ‘zombie’ comes from the word
nzumbe, which in the Kikongo language spoken in the Congo Basin
means ‘god’ but also ‘spirit’ and ‘fetish’. That word was brought in
by black slaves deported across the Atlantic to work on Caribbean
plantations. The Haitian zombie was a voodoo-animated corpse that,
unable to think, mechanically obeyed its master’s wishes. The fig-
ure of the zombie thus refers to one who, eradicated from his home
and transported across the ocean, is catapulted into a completely
foreign environment to act on behalf of someone else. The compari-
son between the zombie figure and exploration via Street View can
take us even deeper into defining what such a representation of the
environment conceals. The zombie, as an alienated slave, refers to
the notion of the ‘Plantationocene’, which is a further name that has
been given to the Anthropocene. The term ‘Anthropocene’ refers to
the geological era characterized by the impact of human activities
on the environment (Crutzer, Stroemer 2000; Crutzer 2002), which
is made to begin, depending on the position, either with the appear-
ance of agriculture in the Neolithic period, or with the beginning of
the Industrial Revolution, or with the aftermath of World War II, or
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with the explosion of the first atomic bomb. The ‘Plantationocene’
traces the beginning of profound anthropogenic transformation back
to the time of plantations in which masses of alienated slaves were
used to develop monocultures to which economic processes involv-
ing import-based trade systems, savage exploitation of the environ-
ment, and destruction of ecosystems and biodiversity were and still
are linked (Haraway 2015; Haraway et al. 2016; Wolford 2021). ‘Plan-
tationocene’ thus traces the true impact of humans on the environ-
ment to practices related to colonialism. This relates to the colonial-
ist conception of the globe and the map referred to by Ingold (2000,
214) according to whom precisely a certain type of representation of
the globe presents us with the idea of a “preformed surface waiting
to be occupied” (214).

Ultimately, what I want to emphasize here is that the principles
underlying the representation of globes and maps as offered by the
Google platform and widely used today imply an alienated and zombi-
fied conception of the one who is called upon no longer to inhabit a
place but merely to traverse its surface that is nothing more than a
deeply foreign space to be occupied and exploited.

Through a philosophy that employs unorthodox means, I will intro-
duce below Biston betularia carbonaria which, by presenting a map
populated by monsters, embodies a paradoxical questioning of the
map itself and thus of the principles that govern its “modern concep-
tion of the environment” (2000, 209).

Biston betularia carbonaria aims 1) to produce a warning for the
consequences of behaviours that are harmful to our environment and
2) to question the media usually used to represent our environment
that nurtures a certain distorted conception of it and an extractive
relationship we have with it.

5 Biston Betularia Carbonaria: Experimenting
with an Unorthodox Philosophy to ‘<Summon’
Climate Monsters

Philosophers usually write texts without images. In this article, [ aim
to experiment precisely with images to enact an unorthodox philoso-
phy (Rietveld 2022). In this way, I intend to produce invitations that
are not only related to reading and writing but that activate addi-
tional skills through cross-fertilization between different fields of re-
search: the academic and the artistic.

From many sides within the philosophy of the embodied mind, it
is argued that an alliance should be forged with visual artists to in-
vestigate «in a nonverbal way how we might live differently and per-
haps better» (Rietveld 2022, 500). I suggest that such an approach
would allow us to avoid the mistake that Victor Frankenstein makes
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in exemplary fashion, namely, the mistake - further evidenced by
his monster’s readings devoted to poetry and literature - of locking
oneself away in the isolation of one’s study by engaging exclusive-
ly in one’s sectorial research that results in a rigidly moving robot-
ic creature. The alliance experimented with here then constitutes
an attempt to move away from the academic ivory tower and try to
develop invitations that can tangibly reverberate to the practices in
which we are engaged in everyday life.

The artwork Biston betularia carbonaria, presented below, is thus
intended as a concrete model that aims to activate a monstrous pro-
cess of attention of education directed at an embodied mind situat-
ed in a rich landscape of affordances. Through it we attempt to set a
possible pro-environmental social change by imaginatively manipu-
lating a widely used tool, the maps provided by the Google platform.
This proposal tries to enact a shift in research practice and thus in
the conception of the researcher “from a passive observer to an ac-
tive and passionate designer” (Kaaronen, Rietveld 2021,1417). One of
the questions we try to answer through Biston betularia carbonaria
is: how do we, as a society and culture, as individuals part of the ac-
ademic world afford sustainability? With Biston betularia carbonaria,
an attempt is made to argue - not discursively but through visual
means - that the disappearance of monsters, sprites, or ghosts from
our lives has impoverished our experience of the world around us.
Our culture, and our maps specifically, lack monsters understood as
crossroads of meanings not reducible to the enactment of our indi-
vidual paths. Here, through artwork that imaginatively proposes a
monstrous repopulation of maps, it is certainly not intended to ap-
peal to supernatural forces. Rather, it is intended to bring out the
possibility of meaning-rich exploratory processes that can foster dy-
namic coordination with the environment and thus not reduce it to
an inert matter.

Biston betularia carbonaria is a mixed-media artwork that through
the form of eco-dystopia tells of a possible climate threat. It does so
by narrating a near future in which violent fires will hit the city of
Athens, Greece.

Eco-dystopia is a way to imagine the immediate or extreme con-
sequences of our current relationship with the environment (Stock
2019, 2). Dystopia is a word composed of the Ancient Greek terms dvc-
(dys) which means bad, abnormal, and témoc (topos) which stands for
place. The first recorded use dates back to 1868 and is found in a par-
liamentary speech by John Stuart Mill, in which he proposed a term
to define a perspective opposed to that of utopia. Utopia was usual-
ly understood as too beautiful to be practicable so dystopia was too
ugly to be practicable (Claeys 2010, 107). Dystopia presents a future
in which some aspects of our society found in the present have de-
veloped in extreme and undesirable ways. This places the storyteller
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on a plane of temporal continuity with the society of the future - un-
like the post-apocalyptic narrative in which the future is told based
on a sharp break, a catastrophic event that has thrown humanity in-
to a state of nature. Eco-dystopia, joining the predictive process of
dystopia, reflects on a catastrophic event, climate change, caused by
the daily behaviour of contemporary societies. In practice, through
an eco-dystopia traits related to climate change present in our socie-
ties are exaggerated and thus allowed to emerge as relevant, that is,
as solicitations for action, to refocus our attention on the prodromes
of the horror that ‘awaits’ us.

Climate change, whose temporal and geographical scope is be-
yond our usual conceptual grasp, is determined by a concatenation
of mostly invisible phenomena whose causal links are indiscernible
and obscure except to a few experts. This makes climate change rad-
ically unrepresentable, that is, invisible to our eyes. It is possible to
detect its extremely elusive face in heterogeneous phenomena that
make their appearance in the form, in the case narrated here, of cat-
astrophic fires, piles of ash, and swarms of moths.

TR

Figure 4 Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia carbonaria. 2023. Mixed Media Art project

created by Antonio lanniello and Valeria Scrilatti. Archival photos were later reworked in Photoshop.
September2025. The Acropolis of Athens is covered with swarms of melanic moths. The ancient stones
pulsate with millions of quivers of wings. Everythingis black, burned and flickering

In the summer of 2023 fires of varying sizes swept across Greece,
destroying 378,381 hectares of land, burning thousands of animals,
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and destroying civilian and industrial dwellings. In August, the fire
in the northeastern region of Evros - the largest single fire ever re-
corded in the EU - killed 26 people. Fostered by strong winds, the
flames burned numerous settlements to ashes, mostly cleared, until
they besieged Athens, where nearly half of Greece’s remaining rel-
atively safe population is concentrated. The government, mindful of
what had happened in the summer of 2018, prioritized evacuations
of residents to avert the huge loss of life caused by the fires that dev-
astated the seaside resort of Mati that summer, causing 100 deaths
and dozens of injuries.

According to the Ministry of Climate Crisis and Local Civil Pro-
tection, the weather conditions in summer 2023 were the worst since
data on fire risk in Greece has been analysed. Since the beginning of
2023, as many as 7 times the alert level had been reached.

The European Forest Fire Information System (EFFIS) catego-
rizes Athens as a high fire risk area. The risk is mainly related to
strong winds, heat waves, and drought. These extreme events will
be increasingly violent and frequent and are directly related to cli-
mate change.

A huge scientific consensus (Steffen et al. 2019; TWI2050 2019)
traces the causes of climate change to a heterogeneous set of practic-
es responsible for raising CO2 in the atmosphere. Among them, coal,
oil and gas combustion, deforestation, intensive livestock farming,
and the use of nitrogen fertilizers have the greatest impact.

The 2023 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (the United
Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change), for the ump-
teenth time, highlighted that the world is on the brink of potential
disaster and that drastic and immediate measures must be taken.
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Figure 5 Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia carbonaria.2023. Mixed Media Art project

created by Antonio lanniello and Valeria Scrilatti. Satellite mode view of Google Earth,

exported and retouched in Photoshop. This map includes data from: Data SIO, NOAA, U.S. Navy, NGA,
GEBCOTerraMetricsimages. After 12/14/2015. August 2025. Smoke from the fires rises toward the Athens sky

After a very long period of drought that affected all of Greece, vio-
lent fires occurred in August 2025, this time on a devastating scale
for Athens. The already adopted strategy used by Greek Prime Minis-
ter Kyriakos Mitsotakis in 2023, which consisted of letting the flames
devour everything to save the population first and foremost, led be-
tween July and August 2025 to a massive clearing of the city, which,
beyond the few citizens who did not adhere to the government’s or-
der, was overrun by flames. This was a true climate exodus (Westra
2013) organized by government forces.

In the weeks following the fire, when Athens was now reduced to a
pile of ashes, swarms of Biston betularia carbonaria, that is, swarms
of dark specimens of what are commonly called peppered moths, be-
gan to appear. Lepidoptera do not usually move in swarms, but this
is not the only aspect that scientific authorities would fail to explain.

Smoke and ash covering the sun have thrown Athens into a state
of permanent twilight. Black moths have covered every surface, and
penetrated every space - now uninhabited dwellings, ruins of the
ancient city, factories in the industrial district. Their bodies, like an
endless carpet, cover every charred thing and coat its interior.
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In times of climate monsters, the monster is no longer placed like
the giants “at civilization’s periphery” (Cohen 1999, 6) but at the very
heart of that civilization with which we have identified over the cen-
turies in the western hemisphere of this planet.

Figure6

Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia
carbonaria.2023. Mixed Media Art
project created by Antonio lanniello
and Valeria Scrilatti.

Petrou Ralli 64, Athina 1777 78, Greece.
Exports of Google Maps in Street View
mode, later retouched in Photoshop.
Aswarm effect was added to the image
provided by Google with different
brushes, masks and a texture

Biston betularia carbonaria is one of the best-known examples of
evolution by natural selection. Biston betularia is a lepidopteran
belonging to the family Geometridae, widespread in Eurasia and
North America. It occurs in two main chromaticities: the white form
(typica), which is the most common, and the melanic form (carbon-
aria), which has dark-colored wings instead.

The greater prevalence of typica is explained in terms of the con-
servation of the species as their white colour makes them invisible
to predators on lichen-covered birch trunks. The situation is differ-
ent for those that are the result of a natural genetic mutation, the
so-called dark-coloured melanic moths, which instead are easy prey
on the light-coloured lichen background. This made melanic moths
less common than the lighter forms. This was the case until the nine-
teenth century when it began to be noticed that in cities it was the
black form of the more common moth. Air pollution caused by indus-
trialization had killed the lichens and darkened the trunks, effec-
tively favouring the survival of the black form. Since the life span of
the moth is very short, evolution by natural selection occurred ex-
tremely rapidly. In 1848 the first black peppered moth was recorded
in Manchester. As early as 1895, 98 percent of the peppered moths
in the city were black.

The presence of the melanic moth, so massive in Athens in the
summer of 2025, is made to depend on a rapid evolution implement-
ed based on the 2023 fires that had lapped the capital. In an envi-
ronment devastated by the fires, the dark-colored moth was more
likely to survive by camouflaging itself on charred logs.
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Avery large population of melanic moths was reproducing in the pe-
ripheries of the city, where the flames had come two summers earlier.

Soon after the 2025 fires from the outskirts of Athens, the pep-
pered moth invaded the city.

Figure7

Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia
carbonaria.2023. Mixed Media Art
project created by Antonio lanniello
and Valeria Scrilatti.

Petrou Ralli 64, Athina 1777 78, Greece.
Exports of Google Maps in Street View
mode, later retouched in Photoshop.
Aswarm effect was added to the image
provided by Google with different
brushes, masks and a texture

Around early October 2025, swarms of melanic moths began to be ob-
served moving to places in the country where fires would soon break
out. This was yet another completely unexplained behaviour. Scien-
tists have been and still are trying to evaluate many hypotheses but
have not yet been able to come to any plausible conclusion. The fact
is that the presence in the air of the melanic moth is now an omen
that invites anyone to leave their home, their possessions, their city
to a new place that will never be safe again.
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Figure 8

Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia
carbonaria. 2023. Mixed Media Art
project created by Antonio lanniello
and Valeria Scrilatti. Petrou Ralli 64,
Athina 1777 78, Greece.

Exports of Google Mapsin Street View
mode, later retouched in Photoshop.
Aswarm effect was added to the image
provided by Google with different
brushes, masks and a texture

In early November 2025, a few melanic moths settled on the
cream-coloured plaster of apartment complexes built during the eco-
nomic boom years in a southern Italian city.

Figure9

Valeria Scrilatti, Biston betularia
carbonaria.2023. Mixed Media Art
project created by Antonio lanniello
and Valeria Scrilatti.

Viale degliAranci, 7, Salerno, Italy.
Exports of Google Maps in Street View
mode retouched in Photoshop.
Aswarm effect was added to the image
provided by Google with different
brushes, masks and a texture
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6 Globalgothic: All Roads are the Same

We've explored here a philosophy that unfolds through unorthodox
means with the specific purpose of ‘summoning’ a situated monster
thus inviting an embodied mind to act through concrete actions to
cope with climatic change. The purpose, based on real events, was
to invent a situated climate monster and not another specimen of
the “Mcglobal-Mcgothic” (Byron 2013) monoculture that would be
a monster with generic traits, usually a product of the cultural in-
dustry, that enacts a warning that remains so only on a theoretical
and globally undifferentiated level. Yet as we imaginatively explored
a southern Italian city through the Street View feature in search of
one more place where the melanic moth might carry its warning, we
came across streets identical to those in the suburbs of Athens and
almost interchangeable. This is certainly nothing new for those con-
cerned with urban settlements characteristic of contemporary times.
What I am interested in emphasizing here is that the “globalgothic”
(Byron 2013, 3) swarms, by showing us (monstrare) that the hetero-
geneous landscapes we find ourselves exploring are increasingly ho-
mogenized by anthropogenic intervention, prompt us to remap our
itineraries (monere), to remake the roads of our collective existenc-
es, to repopulate the nodes and intersections of our routes with situ-
ated monsters, fellow travellers in our experience of the world where
we do not rain down from above as zombified silhouettes but where
precisely we are at home.
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