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LIS 407-5
Reading  Report on the History of Cartography
Maps are slippery customers. – J. B. Harley

Dear Barbara,

Do you remember The Power of Maps,
 exhibit at the International Gallery of the S. Dillon Ripley Center that we went to in Washington several years ago?  The exhibit brought home to me the fact that maps are as corruptible as statistics and say something about the mapmaker. Professor Smith has given us an assignment to read about the history of cartography which gave me the opportunity to explore this idea in more depth. I wanted to go beyond Monmonier’s critique of the practice of cartography
 to learn about the study of the history of cartography as it approaches maps as texts. That is to focus my reading on the historiography of maps.  

Balay
 recommends Walter William Ristow’s Guide to the History of Cartography
 but this is not in Beatley Library nor could it be found in the Harvard Map Collection.  The Simmons OPAC under “Cartography-History” listed another source for guidance - Perkins and Parry, Information Sources in Cartography. This offered the unpromising view that “No comprehensive history of cartography exists.”
 But suggested that an effort then underway by J. B. Harley and David Woodward would provide an authoritative and comprehensive introduction to cartography’s scholarly identity. Subject searches in Web of Science turned up other articles by J. B. Harley that were on point. Harley seemed to be the man to read in this field.
I started too late and Harley’s books were already taken out of the Beatley Library.  I visited my local public library and ordered them through interlibrary loan.  Not to waste time, I looked in the public library’s stacks for anything relevant and my reading took a different direction.
I found a couple of cartographic books where they were supposed to be shelved. I volunteer at the library and like to see it neat so I began checking the nearby shelves to find anything out of place.  On the top shelf was a curious book titled, Maps of the Ancient Sea Kings by Charles Hapgood
.  Ancient sea kings can’t be bad so I borrowed the book and read it.  Hapgood was a geology professor at Keene State College in New Hampshire.  He was interested in the fact that medieval maps often show regions that common history says medieval mapmakers should not have known about, e.g., Antarctica.  These things that were “just sort of there” always fascinate me.  What people provided wives for Adam and Eve’s sons?
For several years, Hapgood and his students analyzed the Piri Rei’s map drawn in Turkey in 1513.  After re-jiggering the projections, he concluded that the map shows the ice-free coast of Antarctica which was unknown until radar studies in 1958.  This implied to Hapgood that the Piri Rei’s map must have been based on an accurate map drawn when Antarctica was last ice-free more than 10,000 years ago.  This in turn implied an ancient technologically advanced civilization. The notion is inviting but I didn’t think Hapgood had made his case very well. I wondered if his manipulation of projections could make almost any coast look like almost any other. His comparisons showed headlands facing the wrong way and similar anomalies that a sea-going culture would have gotten right. (He also had an annoying habit of citing his students term papers as if they were from peer-reviewed journals and then building on their conclusions.) I wondered how Hapgood’s revelation had been received by the history establishment but the Web of Science and Book Review Index did not reveal any reviews and only two later citations.
Graham Hancock
 combined Hapgood’s conclusions with several of the familiar arguments for alien intervention in ancient civilizations, e.g., the Nazca lines, Olmec sculptures, and astronomical alignments, to argue that an ancient, technological civilization inhabited Antarctica 13,000 years ago. Hancock is a reporter for The Economist so his book was much better written than Hapgood’s and he had obviously had a good time traveling the world playing with the idea.  But, it was still not convincing. A review of Hancock’s book in Nature
 declared it full of ideas useful only for science fiction and fantasy.  As if covering his bets, however, the reviewer holds out the example of Alfred Lothar Wegener an early proponent of continental drift who was also dismissed as a crackpot.
The other citation led to an article
 that had cadged Hapgood’s description of his experiences in the Library of Congress Map Division but was otherwise unhelpful.

Also while waiting for interlibrary loan, I sought other Harley materials cited in the Web of Science.  This led to Harley’s seminal 1989 article, “Deconstructing the Map.”
  The article is a wonderfully written exposition of the idea that maps are texts of their period.  They provide insight into the social context within which they are produced and are a form of rhetoric conveying meaning from an author to an audience. Even plain scientific maps carry a statement of utilitarian philosophy, no less than the images of coats of arms and naked savages on earlier maps expressed European dominion. He challenges the myth that the history of cartography is a cumulative progress, always producing better representations of reality, which underlies much previous work in the history of cartography. I have always considered Derrida and the deconstructionist approach a form of continental decadence.  Inevitably it lead to the bleak conclusion “Everything is meaningless, so where’s the gas pipe?”  In this essay, Harley seems to take it less seriously and carry it only to the extent that it offers an alternative approach to studying maps.  Harley sees this deconstruction as enriching the study of the cartographic enterprise and connecting it to other efforts to understand other types of texts.  
Others in the field did not appreciate Harley’s challenge.  The next issue of Cartographica was crammed with responses to “Deconstructing the Map.” Robert Baldwin,
 for example, suspected Harley of  intellectual empire-building and argued that consideration of maps as abstract representations of reality was still meaningful.  As much as I liked Harley’s ideas, I wanted to see how they were implemented to give new insights.

The New Nature of Maps is a posthumous compilation of Harley’s essays.  In “New England Cartography and the Native Americans,”
  Harley discusses the role and treatment of native Americans in the development of New England maps.  Indian contacts provided much of the information about the inland geography for John Smith’s and other European maps of Virginia and New England.  There are fairly clear demarcations in the way features are represented on the maps between those directly observed and those described by others.  To Harley, the blank spaces and application of European place-names represent an assertion of ownership and invitation to colonization by the English.  Having been partially drawn by Indians, the maps then erase their presence on the land. As maps come to show boundaries, they enable the settlers to think in terms of ownership which was a foreign concept to the Indians.  These did not seem like very revolutionary insights to me. My high school history teacher had instructed us to think of Smith’s writings as advertising for colonists.  So it is not surprising if his maps also paint an inviting picture of a vacant landscape.  (Perhaps, I had an unusually good history teacher.)  Oppression and marginalization of New England Indians is hardly a new story.
The essay on “Power and Legitimation in the English Geographical Atlases of the Eighteenth Century”
 was equally disappointing.  Harley analyzes lists of patrons for several eighteenth century atlases.  Not surprisingly, he finds that they come largely from groups with economic and political power. Surely Harley couldn’t expect that workmen would have ponied up for an atlas. Equally unsurprisingly, he finds that the mapmakers emphasize symbols reflecting the estabished social structure such as country seats and heraldic crests. This seems to me to just be making the map useful for the audience. These patrons would be much more interested in where the country house they were being invited to for the weekend was than where the nearest slum stood. The deconstruction of these works was disappointingly trite and amounted to little more than whining about the social class structure perpetuating itself.  If this was all deconstruction had to offer, it wasn’t much of a revolution in the study of cartography.
In order to sample the more recent evolution of Harley’s insight,
 I returned to some of the volumes in the Simmons OPAC.  Preferring old controversies to current ones, I chose to read Representing the Republic by John Rennie Short
.  Short focuses first on maps of the New York region in colonial times.  He observes patterns of appropriating lands by using information from the Indians and renaming the topography, as in Harley’s New England work.  Short’s evaluation is much more detailed and personal.  He considers the individuals who produced the maps rather than attributing class motivations to map creation.  I think of the book as a history in maps more than a history of maps.  In Short, Harley’s ideas find a more even interpretation and, I think, an appropriate application. 

When The History of Cartography
 finally arrived from interlibrary loan, I found it an incredible work of scholarship.  The introduction by Harley tells the story of the development of the field of study of the history of cartography.  It provides an excellent context for the rest of the series that is planned in six volumes.  I also read much of David Woodward’s chapter on “Medieval Mappaemundi”
.  Earlier cartographic historians had dismissed these maps as monstrosities because they seemed to make little effort to portray locations accurately.  Woodward dismisses the issue of accuracy because he recognizes that faithfulness to geography was not their creators’ goal.  Instead he discusses them as symbolic representations of their creator’s world view.  Hence, showing Christ’s head and hands is not intended as a treasure map of how to find disarticulated body parts but to convey the mapmaker’s sense that Christ’s spirit suffuses the world.  Other chapters provide equally complete and fascinating stories about the development of other sorts of maps and other cartographic traditions.
I believe these readings have given me a good impression of Harley’s ideas and the current state of the history of cartography. Hapgood turns out to be the most radical of deconstructionists as he discovers a whole civilization by considering the meanings in one map. 
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