


‘Maps move, and this Handbook assembles a variety of vantage points to witness such 
movements: textual, sensorial and the more-than-representational, cinematic and the 
virtual, resistive and mundane, grounded and atmospheric, monumental and ephemeral. 
Careful to not recuperate mapmaking but make it more responsible, more resonating, this 
collection bends, without breaking, the reverberative potential of the drawn line. It leaves 
mapmaking practices more curious, more open, more vibrational, without the privilege of 
an ahistorical treatment.’

Matthew W. Wilson, Professor of Geography, University of Kentucky, USA

‘Tania Rossetto and Laura Lo Presti have compiled a state-of-the-art collection of 
commentaries on the many ways in which the humanities and cartography are joined at the 
hip. Bringing together an international and interdisciplinary cast of writers on the cutting 
edge of geohumanistic enquiry they show how the seemingly instrumental rationalities of 
the map have always been, and always should be, richly discursive endeavours embedded 
in strategies of domination and resistance. This is a must-read collection for scholars across 
the humanities interested in the role of cartography in human meaning-making.’

Tim Cresswell, Ogilvie Professor of Geography, University of Edinburgh, UK

‘Mapping remains an extraordinarily diverse and generative technique for mediating the 
world. Committed to theoretical and methodological pluralism, this outstanding collection 
explores its technologies, politics and consequences through a rich range of case studies 
drawn from across “cartographic culture”, both historical and contemporary.’

Gillian Rose, Professor of Human Geography, University of Oxford, UK
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The Routledge Handbook of Cartographic Humanities offers a vibrant exploration of the  
intersection and convergence between map studies and the humanities through the multi
faceted traditions and inclinations from different disciplinary, geographical and cultural 
contexts.

With 42 chapters from leading scholars, this book provides an intellectual infrastructure 
to navigate core theories, critical concepts, phenomenologies and ecologies of mapping, 
while also providing insights into exciting new directions for future scholarship. It is 
organised into seven parts:

•	 Part 1 moves from the depths of the humans-maps relation to the posthuman dimension, 
from antiquity to the future of humanity, presenting a multidisciplinary perspective that 
bridges chronological distances, introspective instances and social engagements.

•	 Part 2 draws on ancient, archaeological, historical and literary sources, to consider 
the materialities and textures embedded in such texts. Fictional and non-fictional 
cartographies are explored, including layers of time, mobile historical phenomena, 
unmappable terrain features and even animal perspectives.

•	 Part 3 examines maps and mappings from a medial perspective, offering theoretical 
insight into cartographic mediality as well as studies of its intermedial relations with 
other media.

•	 Part 4 explores how a cultural cartographic perspective can be productive in researching 
the digital as a human experience, considering the development of a cultural attentiveness 
to a wide range of map-related phenomena that interweave human subjectivities and 
nonhuman entities in a digital ecology.

•	 Part 5 addresses a range of issues and urgencies that have been, and still are, at the centre 
of critical cartographic thinking, from politics, inequalities and discrimination.

•	 Part 6 considers the growing amount of literature and creative experimentation that 
involve mapping in practices of eliciting individual life histories, collective identities and 
self-accounts.

•	 Part 7 examines the variety of ways in which we can think of maps in the public realm.

This innovative and expansive Handbook will appeal to those in the fields of geography, 
art, philosophy, media and visual studies, anthropology, history, digital humanities and 
cultural studies as well as industry professionals.

Tania Rossetto is Associate Professor of Cultural Geography at the University of Padua, 
Italy.

Laura Lo Presti is Junior Assistant Professor of Geography at the University of Padua, Italy.
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Humanistic map studies: an expansive field

The humanities have been part of geographical knowledge and its expression for centuries, 
finding in maps and cartographic imaginations useful and intimate companions to reflect 
with, challenge and advance new spatial paradigms, methods and metaphors. After the more 
recent rise of the ‘spatial turn’ in the arts and humanities and the proliferation of digital 
technologies in several cultural domains, new research areas such as spatial digital humani-
ties, geohumanities, deep mapping and map art, to name a few, have shown that the engage-
ments of scholars and practitioners with cartography and mapping practices have expanded 
further, becoming increasingly diverse and highly mutable. In parallel to the growing fasci-
nation with cartography that arose within various humanistic fields, in the last 15 years, we 
have witnessed the emergence of ‘map studies’ as a transversal research area that is strongly 
affected by humanistic approaches and methodologies. This area intersects not only more 
established traditions such as the history of cartography and critical cartography but also the 
multifaceted realm of ‘cultural cartography’ (Cosgrove, 2008). The Routledge Handbook of 
Cartographic Humanities is precisely designed to explore the intersection and convergence 
between cultural map studies and the humanities, expressing multifaceted traditions and 
inclinations coming from different disciplinary, geographical and cultural contexts. Various 
humanistic understandings of maps have been published, yet often they have been presented 
as ancillary to the core cartographic content of a book or treated within a single humanis-
tic domain (e.g. art and cartography; literature and cartography; media and cartography). 
Here, a broad humanistic gaze is adopted not just to show how cartography traverses dis-
tinct disciplinary fields of the humanities but also to suggest foundational nodes, shared 
instances, ongoing contradictions, recurring interrogations and present urgencies emerging 
within the developing global arena of humanistic map scholarship.

In inviting our contributors and assembling the handbook, we reflected on the point 
whether each singular nexus that currently entangles cartography with a humanistic field 
could be reframed under a broader but peculiar theoretical and practical space of encoun-
ter: the cartographic humanities. In parallel to the geohumanities (an umbrella term that 
embraces the growing interdisciplinary engagement between geography and arts and 
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humanities scholarship and practice), the ‘cartohumanities’ explore how cartographic 
knowledge is advanced across the humanities and how, vice versa, map scholarship con-
tributes to the human sciences. Consequently, in our view, the cartographic humanities is 
an ‘expansive’ concept rather than a comprehensive, finite one. Working expansively rather 
than comprehensively means, in fact, that there is potential space and time for cartographic 
humanities to grow further and include always new mapping theories, methodologies and 
empirical works rather than defining the boundaries and centre of this new territory once 
and for all.

This handbook comes several years after first attempts to focus ‘map studies’ and collect 
foundational works on maps, such as Rethinking Maps (Dodge et al., 2009) and The Map 
Reader (Dodge et al., 2011), which were followed by the more recent Routledge Handbook 
of Mapping and Cartography (Kent and Vujakovic, 2018) and Mapping Across Academia 
(Brunn and Dodge, 2017) volumes. The Routledge Handbook of Cartographic Humani-
ties now offers the possibility to trace and gauge, after more than a decade, the value and 
expansion of map studies, exploring the charming ‘figure of the map’ (Mitchell, 2008) in 
the humanities while giving visibility to a growing vibrant network of map researchers 
with diverse disciplinary backgrounds. Acknowledging the importance of merging cultural 
cartography with other academic fields, we aim to provide a kind of intellectual ‘infrastruc-
ture’ (Lo Presti, this volume) to navigate core theories, critical concepts, phenomenologies 
and ecologies of mapping, while also providing insights into exciting new directions for 
future scholarship on the broader frame of the cartographic humanities.

Being in dialogue with ‘all the humanities’

Interviewed by John Fraser Hart at the University of Minnesota on 24 April 1972, about 
the meaning of the phrase ‘humanistic geography’ (distinct from ‘human geography’), Yi-Fu 
Tuan responded that he meant ‘an explicit recognition or ultimate interest in the human 
condition’ and a consequent ‘general interest with all the humanities’.1 By associating geog-
raphy with cartography, one could see the cartographic humanities simply as a byproduct 
of the now established geohumanities (Dear et al., 2011). Yet, as masterfully highlighted by 
della Dora in the opening chapter of this handbook, the phrase ‘cartographic humanities’ 
expresses a peculiar tension, one which can be found in the very act of ‘humanising the 
map’ (della Dora, this volume). In fact, while we are stressing how much cartography and 
mapping are today greatly valued within several cultural domains, we should not forget—
as several of the chapters included in this handbook demonstrate—that maps have always 
been, and still are, contradictorily understood within the humanities.

One of the most common critical and sceptical considerations deriving from this con-
tradictory view is that western mapping practices are inherently irreconcilable with the 
expression of human experiences and emotions. Expressive forms, such as writing, painting 
or photography, have been considered more apt ways of grasping the human condition: 
the map is detachment, whereas narration is involvement; the map is an act of measuring, 
whereas art has the power to reveal the nuances of human life; maps communicate spaces of 
homogeneity, whereas literary texts convey variations of human sentiments. Significantly, 
one of the early reactions of geographers when the idea of mapping literary works was 
advanced in the well-known Atlas of the European Novel, 1800–1900 by Franco Moretti 
(1998) was to criticise this act as an attempt to apply a Cartesian grid to literary texts, 
thus neglecting the qualitative dimension of both textual and real places acknowledged 
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by human geography (Rossetto, 2016: 261). Italian geographer Claudio Cerreti (1998), 
for instance, saw Moretti as influenced by spatial analysis rather than geography, with his 
denotative geometry of the extensio of spatial relations being far from a geography of the 
connoted intensio of places. Cartography, in summary, was seen as ‘less human’ than either 
geography or literature.

While the unmappability of literature is still a hotly debated issue, literary scholars have 
come to adopt nuanced, complex and productive approaches towards the relationships 
between cartography and map studies (see for instance Nègre, this volume; and Bushell, 
this volume). Yet it is not the case that when cartography is generally linked to the humani-
ties, the association is most frequently presumed in technological terms, with reference to 
literary or historical geographical information systems (GIS) or other applications involving 
geolocated data. Significantly, when delineating the resurgence of some ‘geographical primi-
tives’ within the newly established geohumanities, Hawkins (2020: 97–98) includes the idea 
of ‘location’ among such returned primitives. Attributed to ‘that cartographic imperative 
that drove the discipline for centuries’ (italics added), she sees the idea of location as now 
re-emerging in the context of the GIS-based digital humanities, ‘which ensured that location 
is a crucial part of how the humanities are thinking about space and place’ (Hawkins, 2020: 
97–98). Yet this could lead one to think that cartography is nearly entirely inherent to 
forms of ‘digital geohumanities’ (Travis, 2020). Indeed, our delineation of the cartographic 
humanities obviously includes digital culture in a pervasive way (see in particular Part 4 in 
this volume), but it remains distant from a more tech-oriented application of cartography 
and GIScience, which is typically associated with the digital humanities. By being practised 
within a wide range of disciplines and fields—such as cultural geography, literary studies, 
history, philosophy, classical studies, archaeology, anthropology, film, media and visual 
studies, curatorial and art practice, architecture, ethnography, digital culture, political and 
post-colonial studies, among others—the cartographic humanities eludes a reductive affilia-
tion to the digital humanities and shows the capacity to be in dialogue with ‘all the humani-
ties’, as Tuan would say.

The productive contradictions of the cartohumanities

As we have seen, ingrained views on cartography (Edney, 2019) often bring with them a 
series of tensions, contradictions and binaries—the quantitative and the qualitative, data 
and feelings, the mathematical and the discursive, the abstract and the embodied, cartog-
raphy and chorography, rationality and creativity, exactness and impression, to name a 
few—which are also reflected in several of the chapters of this handbook (see for instance 
Arce-Nazario  et al., this volume; or Luckinbeal, this volume). As Crampton (2010: 56) 
reminded, while it was modern cartography that identified a scientific divide between the 
‘proper’ and the ‘transgressive’ map, it was Harley (1989) who identified the (detrimental) 
tendency to apply binary thinking to maps and the delineation of cartography as a discourse 
of opposites (see  also Kitchin et  al., 2009: 2–4). The point of view of the cartographic 
humanities, to recall the expression used in a seminal article that largely contributed to 
opening up the perspectives of map studies 20 years ago (Del Casino and Hanna, 2005), is 
fundamentally to stay productively ‘beyond the binaries’. The cartographic humanities, in 
fact, stems from the recognition that the complexity of the cartographic realm requires not 
only multidisciplinary investigations but also theoretical and methodological pluralism and 
inclusiveness. As Roberts (2012: 12) now famously put it, ‘there is so much more to say 



4

Tania Rossetto and Laura Lo Presti

about mapping than is often said in cartographic circles’. He noted that although the use of 
the cartographic lexicon by non-geo/cartographers

has its problems and frustrations . . . at the same time the semantic ambiguity that 
has arguably dogged theoretical discourses in recent years presents us with challenges 
that can enliven and enrich, rather than inhibit, critical understandings of cultures of 
mapping.

(Roberts, 2012: 11)

Indeed, this messiness is a clear symptom of what Lo Presti (2018) called ‘an extrover-
sion’ which currently characterises cartography and mapping. The encounters between car-
tography and the humanities help in enlarging the horizons of map thinking, showing how 
maps are, and have always been, often simultaneously—rather than in oppositional ways—
representations, practices, powerful devices, material objects, cognitive tools, embodied 
things, works of creativity, emplaced actions, living entities, technological machines, net-
works of feelings and much more. The recent multiplication and expansion of cartographic 
worlds, repertoires and phenomenologies that we encounter in our particularly ‘rich carto-
graphic culture’, as Cosgrove (2008) suggested, have only made more palpable this need for 
a pluralistic, and humanistic, study of maps.

In this light, we see the cover of our handbook as particularly expressive. It portrays a 
work by artist Fabio Roncato from the series Beneath the Lines, which was created after 
his residence at the Museum of Geography of the University of Padua, with which the edi-
tors and two of the contributors (Giada Peterle, director of the museum, and Andrea Pase) 
are affiliated. The concept underlying this and other future artist residences of the MAP-
PArti project (curated by Giada Peterle and Giovanni Donadelli since 2023) is that of crea-
tively mobilising a storage of topographical maps edited by the Italian Istituto Geografico 
Militare destined to pulping. By transforming the map sheet into a sculpture realised by 
merging hands in clay and then filling the groove with loam and chalk, Roncato evokes not 
only the extractivist impulse but also the wrapping visceral relationship with the Earth that 
cartography performs. In the photograph, behind this unorthodox, somehow irreverent 
but extremely fascinating treatment of the topographic map, we see a nineteenth-century 
globe, the reproduction of a modern planisphere and some shelves with rare books in the 
background of the Sala della Musica, the museum room that preserves some of the most 
prestigious historical cartographic objects of our university. This image represents for us a 
plea for an open, plural perspective that fosters exchange between the more established and 
the more effervescent variations of humanistic research on maps.

The need for multidisciplinary pluralism in cartographic research was also early recog-
nised by Monmonier (2007: 371), who wrote about the emergence of a ‘humanistic turn’ in 
cartographic scholarship with reference to a variety of ‘publications reflect[ing] a dimension 
of cartography concerned more with the appreciation and enjoyment of maps than with 
the more traditional technological and methodological agendas of academia’. Yet we could 
also mention here the impatience expressed 20 years ago by Pickles (2004: 19), who made 
an inspiring claim for a multivocal, more-than-critical study of maps:

The still deeply rooted desire for totalising monochromatic accounts that explain the 
map in terms of it being a socially produced symbolic object, a tool of power, a form 
derived from a particular epistemology of the gaze, or a masculinist representation, 
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seem to me to miss the point of the post structuralist turn: that is, that not only are 
maps multivocal . . . but so also must be our accounts of them.

In tune with, and inspired by, such early calls, this handbook is aimed at showing how 
map thinking and cartographic research have benefited from the mutual exchange with 
the humanities in responding to such impatience and enjoyment and how the development 
of the cartographic humanities can provide a promising platform to further advance map 
theories, methodologies and empirical explorations through open-ended paths.

Handbook overview

This handbook opens with Part 1, which moves from the depths of the humans-maps 
relation—considering both the temporal depth of such complex relation and the implica-
tion of inner human worlds—to the posthuman dimension. Moving also from the intimate 
to the collective, such relation involves not only the most profound subjective experience 
but also society and the Earth. Taking together reflections that run from antiquity to the 
future of humanity, Part 1 suggests that a multidisciplinary perspective within the human-
ities, in dialogue also with the social sciences, helps in bringing together chronological 
distances, introspective instances and social engagements. This is also made possible by 
a post-representational appreciation of maps of the past, the present and the future, an 
approach that stems from the more recent map thinking and that underlies the handbook as 
a whole. Veronica della Dora offers a foundational opening to both the field of study and the 
approach of the cartographic humanities, taking allegorical maps of life as a site to reflect 
on how cartography and the humanities are in no way antithetical. Javier Arce-Nazario, 
Janet Downie, Tim Shea, John Pickles and Toni Veneri draw from multidisciplinary con-
versations to reframe the ‘chorography and cartography’ opposition in ways that reveal 
the hermeneutical potential of ancient and contemporary conceptions of chorography and 
revive its language in a time of spatial humanities. Matthew H. Edney’s chapter reflects 
some crucial aspects of current cartographic theory questioning the universality of mapness 
and cartographic language to endorse a processual approach that grasps the endless histori-
cal and cultural variations produced by mapping practices and the assemblages through 
which they materialise in the world. Highlighting the anthropological and phenomenologi-
cal underpinnings of a conception of maps as mapping practices, Les Roberts elaborates 
on the fortunate yet elusive concept of deep mapping and the paradoxical, poetic and pro-
ductive sense of unmappability of the human world it conveys. Paul Schweizer and Severin 
Halder from kollektiv orangotango open their intervention to social worlds and reflect on 
activist mapping, which is a vital trend today within the humanities that aims at contribut-
ing to the building of more just societies. From the humanistic attitude of self-reflexivity 
comes the need for stepping back to a truly engaged collective cartographic practice that is 
able to cultivate deeper caring relationships. Expressing a diverse but equally ethical preoc-
cupation, in no less human ways, Joe Gerlach takes the reader to the rarefied territories of 
posthuman cartographies. Despite its being quintessentially anthropocentric, cartography 
is here considered in its capacity to generate attentiveness to the posthuman condition and 
transfigured into a reparative, therapeutic and caring gesture towards the Earth.

Part 2 of this handbook draws from the centrality of textuality within the fabric of 
the humanities, unfolding the potentialities of the Latin word textus as a piece of weav-
ing. In addressing ancient, archaeological, historical or literary sources, these chapters also 



6

Tania Rossetto and Laura Lo Presti

consider the materialities and textures embedded in such texts and in the processes of writ-
ing, reading and interpreting. Leaving aside the theoretical conceptualisation of ‘the map’ 
to reveal more nuanced engagements with ‘maps’ and ‘mapping practices’, the chapters 
carefully handle fictional and non-fictional cartographies that work to expand our visions 
to include layers of time, mobile historical phenomena, unmappable terrain features and 
even animal point of views. This expansion is aided by an attitude appreciating slowness, 
contemplation, comparison and ethical reflection that emerges in the close reading of texts, 
material fragments, clues and traces found in the library, the archive or the archaeological 
site. While lingering on the specificity of cartographic or cartographically inflected docu-
ments, such contributions pay attention to the internal and external connections they acti-
vate with multiple contexts, thus seeing maps as always mapping entanglements. Salvatore 
Liccardo focuses on the interplay of texts, diagrams, memory and travel in late antique 
cartography, discussing the Tabula Peutingeriana as a vivid example of the eclectic entan-
glement and coexistence of signs and performative devices within a diagrammatic map. 
Re-reading critically the ‘mappification of archaeology’ and its impact on the discipline 
from its very beginning until recent times, Piraye Hacıgüzeller discusses several notions of 
the map as a ‘craft’ with an urgent political ethos. Meditating on how archaeological map-
ping shapes humans just as humans shape archaeological things and maps, she provides the 
reader with creative and provocative examples that trouble the perduring cartographic tra-
ditionalism of the field, pointing to the material effects that archaeological maps and their 
mapmakers produce. Questioning the idea that historians are usually sceptical regarding 
cartographic language, since it seems to frame time in a static way, Tiago Luís Gil elabo-
rates on the long tradition of movement maps in historical studies, showing and contextual-
ising a wide repertoire of techniques and visual vocabularies regarding historical processes 
featured in printed and static maps. By exploring the fictional worlds of literary texts and 
paratexts through an ecocritical perspective, Sally Bushell highlights how cartographic con-
tradictions have the power to disclose non-human, biocentric modes of spatial being, with 
the effect of generating empathetic engagement with animals. Julien Nègre adopts a pro-
cessual approach in focusing actual cartographic documents used, read and annotated by 
writers, with examples from U.S. literary history. Being literary constraints or catalysts for 
literary creation, such maps crucially contribute to expanding the connections between the 
world evoked by the text and the reality inhabited by the readers. Taking inspiration from 
the philosophy of slowness, Jörn Seemann attends to the unfolding of mapping processes, 
which can be revealed by a slow attunement to reading maps. Stepping aside to approach 
maps with a slower pace may not only be an act of resistance but also the rediscovery of 
a pleasure, that of lingering on maps to sense their materialities, trace their histories and 
listen to their stories.

Part 3 of this handbook is centred on one of the most extensive areas of exchange between 
map studies and the humanities, one which considers maps and mappings from a medial 
perspective. If, on the basis of their communicative functions, maps have been thought of 
as media for a long time, it is only recently that the complexity of media theory and media 
studies has come to permeate map studies. This process has led to a growing interest not 
only in the medialities of maps but also in the interrelations between them and other kinds 
of media. The chapters included in this part oscillate between these two poles, providing 
both theoretical insight into cartographic mediality as well as studies of its intermedial 
relations with other media. Hosting a constellations of media and intermedial possibilities 
that reveal how a taste for maps populates imaginaries as well as cultures of consumption, 
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this part includes not only interventions on the more established binomial of cartography 
and cinema but also less common areas of research that play on the borders of cartogra-
phy and unexpected forms of media. Tommaso Morawski opens this part by offering a 
philosophical reflection on the concept of cartography as a matrix of human imagination. 
A media-anthropological approach is applied to recognise cartography as a technology, and 
a necessary mediation, which plays a fundamental role in the constitution of the human 
and its cultural forms. Giorgio Avezzù reverses the common idea that cinema is a funda-
mentally cartographic medium because of its ability to represent the visible world in order 
to point out how cinema can be represented ‘as’ the world and therefore mapped in itself. 
He focuses on spatial interpretive categories such as world cinema and national cinematog-
raphies, as well as on the mapping of data that show territorial differences in audiovisual 
consumption and regional taste cultures. Chris Lukinbeal mobilises the paradoxical fea-
tures of cartography arguing for an antithetical cartography that merges the scopic regimes 
and technologies of perspectivalism and projectionism. This rapidly developing antithetical 
cartography, or geospatial cinema, embraces cinema and cartography as mutually inclusive 
to produce geovisualisations that deploy cinematic form, language and scalar multivalence 
to analyse and render film location, production and consumption and much more. Tania 
Rossetto proposes three acts of map thinking that proceed from an engagement with three 
music videos. The music video morphes into a meta-map, a theoretical object that emanates 
different approaches to cartographic mediality as representational machine, lived practice 
and visceral thingness. Davide Papotti catches cartography in its leisure time, in contexts 
where it is freed from its usual and predictable functions. By analysing examples of print 
advertisements that feature maps while promoting objects or services other than maps, he 
appreciates the ways in which a taste for maps informs the imaginaries of western societies. 
Roger Paez, Manuela Valtchanova, Ferran Larroya and Josep Perelló consider the operative 
potential of maps in design practices. As a framing device and projective media, mapping 
can mediate existing site potentialities, inform urban visions and test potential realities, 
thus prefiguring how human habitats are perceived, construed and imagined.

Part 4 of this handbook is not aimed at delineating a separate category for the digital 
cartohumanities, since digitality inevitably pervades all the handbook’s content. Rather, this 
part is aimed at disclosing how a cultural cartographic perspective could be productive in 
researching the digital as a human experience. Digital mapping practices of the everyday, 
as well as those involved in research practices, are reframed under a humanistic lens that 
emphasises not only the force of current digital cultures but also idiosyncratic itinerar-
ies and positionalities in the digital environment. ‘Cultural digitalities’ in the cartographic 
humanities do not refer to a tech-based use of locational data in the humanities but to the 
development of a cultural attentiveness to a wide range of map-related phenomena, habits 
and events that interweave human subjectivities and non-human entities in a digital ecol-
ogy. Claire Reddleman interprets the ‘blue dot’ of smartphone-based mapping apps, and 
the practice of making GPS selfies that record our location, in terms of a narcissistic pro-
jection of the self into the map. The ‘blue dot’ thus becomes a self-image, a way to depict 
ourselves that reveals the individualisation and solipsism of our spatial existence via maps 
in the digital era. Sam Hind considers the many forms of automation and the agencies of 
machinic entities that have come to characterise our navigational experience through map 
apps over time. He suggests how, far from de-humanising navigation, automation entails 
human labour, skill and activity and deserves a more-than-technical, cultural approach to 
be understood, also in its psychic and ecological costs. Valentina Carraro revisits critical 



8

Tania Rossetto and Laura Lo Presti

cartography through a techno-feminist approach. She draws from Donna Haraway’s foun-
dational works to highlight the iteration of the god-trick performed by contemporary geo-
spatial software. She uses the concept of map fetishism not only to create critical awareness 
about it but also to raise hope in the insightful, useful, profound and transformative power 
of (digital) maps. Mike Duggan offers a historical overview of the use of ‘ethnographic map-
ping’ in research practices and concentrates on the more recent role played by digital and 
mobile mapping technologies in engaging with human lives and stories, as well as the recent 
trend of ethnographising mapping practices. Bo Zhao argues for a GIScience that incor-
porates a humanistic viewpoint to better navigate today’s data-intensive society. Attending 
to the creative forces that spread through GIS and different types of human or non-human 
entities, he expresses ethical interrogations and caring stances through the four categories 
of embodiment, hermeneutic, autonomous and background GIS. Tadas Bugnevicius closes 
this part with a chapter in memory of Roland-François Lack (1960–2021), a humanities 
scholar who assembled a unique online collection of thousands of screen grabs from films 
featuring maps known as The Cine-Tourist website, now archived by the National Library 
of France. The practice of regularly posting cine-maps is viewed here as a counterpart of a 
teaching mastery as well as the manifestation of a deep, extremely refined, endless fascina-
tion with the lives of cartographic objects within filmic and digital environments.

Part 5 of this handbook addresses a number of relevant issues and urgencies in the criti-
cal consideration of maps and mapping. This part is not aimed at enclosing the critical, 
disruptive stance of map studies within a single container, since a critical attitude perme-
ates a great number of chapters in the handbook. Rather, this part is aimed at highlighting 
a series of troubling political issues, deep-rooted inequalities and ongoing discriminations 
that have been, and still are, at the centre of critical cartographic thinking. Applying a 
humanistic sensibility to such critical thinking means mobilising conceptual creativity, 
historical sources, subjective and collective positionalities, evocative images and different 
kinds of cartographic as well as non-cartographic texts from different parts of the world 
in order to read the past while endorsing more just futures. Andrea Pase moves from a 
famous passage from Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, where the young Marlow places his 
(white) finger on the blank spaces that still existed in the atlases of the second half of the 
nineteenth century and analyses two cartographic documents portraying inland Africa in 
the 1820s and 1920s to reflect on the racial cartographic filling of those blank spaces in the 
process of colonial appropriation. Discussing the ways in which cartographic sciences have 
shaped spatial representations and landscapes in settler-colonial societies, with reference to 
a case in Australia, Clancy Willmott argues that the inherent contradictions and limits of 
cartography facing the force and otherness of colonised material landscapes inadvertently 
transformed such cartography into a counter-colonial practice that still resonates today. 
Davi Pereira Junior and Bjørn Sletto’s intervention (with examples from Brazil) highlights 
that, by exercising the power to map under their specific epistemologies, ontologies and 
pedagogies, Indigenous peoples and Afrodiasporic communities demonstrate that cartog-
raphy can be used to protect their rights to existence, territory and collective identities, 
providing an intergenerational and counter-hegemonic tool for struggling against various 
forms of silencing and oppression. Stephen P. Hanna concentrates on the counter-powers 
emanating from a nineteenth-century hand-drawn map included in a memoir written by a 
once-enslaved man in North America. The memory work done by this map entails not just 
a personal recovery of the experience of enslavement and emancipation by a Black cartog-
rapher but also a public practice of repairing over a century of erasure of race-based slavery 
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from local official history and landscape heritage. Christina E. Dando provides an overview 
of the gendering of cartography as a masculine knowledge, illuminates the protagonism 
of women’s mapping in the United States since the nineteenth century and then offers a 
close reading of the female/feminist worldview (including the humorous nudity of a man) 
emerging from a pictorial map created by the American Association of University Women 
in a campaign to support women’s education in the late 1920s. Finally, David Chandler 
discusses the process of emptying out space of its inherent inter-relationalities induced by 
modernist conceptions of cartography, arguing that mapping has become instead central in 
the Anthropocene precisely in recognition of such relationality. Seen from an ontopolitical 
perspective, mapping turns into a mode of governance, a tentative non-linear adaptation to 
emergent social, economic and environmental conditions and disturbances.

Part 6 of this handbook revolves around the growing amount of literature and creative 
experimentation that involve mapping in practices of eliciting individual life histories, col-
lective identities and self-accounts. Rather than working in the archive, in the library or in 
media environments, humanities and social sciences scholars here work in the field, in direct 
contact with individuals and groups to collect—and often co-produce—spatial narrations, 
memories and feelings through several creative, non-Euclidean, alternative forms of map-
ping. Maps therefore become points of contact and of empathetic exchange of looks and 
interactions of bodies that stimulate listening to one another. While some of these research 
gestures are aimed at revealing historico-political dynamics and related collective suffer-
ing, producing social impact and creating public awareness, a humanistic attitude ensures 
that there is also room for purely theoretical ruminations, fictional narrations, solipsistic 
fantasies and inward interrogations. Élise Olmedo, Emmanuelle Kayiganwa and Sébast-
ien Caquard trace the history of the collaboration between a Montreal-based survivor of 
the 1994 genocide of the Tutsi in Rwanda and two researchers in order to reflect on the 
notion of the cartographic co-construction of memories, thus unfolding the back-and-forth 
processes employed over time to involve the storyteller in a sensitive mapping practice and 
share her life story and difficult experiences. In reading the history of contemporary Jew-
ish migrations from North Africa and the Middle East across the Mediterranean through 
an anthropological lens, Piera Rossetto sees cartographic research creation within ethno-
graphic work as a way to train the art of listening to diasporic recollections, as well as an 
opportunity to share with wider audiences such histories and particular stories through 
creative collaborations and outcomes. Reporting examples of body cartography projects 
created by bachelor students enrolled in a humanities degree programme, Laura Lo Presti 
exalts humanistic mapping as a creative platform through which difficult stories related to 
psychological and bodily traumas can be more easily shared. Here, the map develops as an 
infrastructure of feelings, betraying the unspoken aspiration of emotional mapping in order 
to become a cathartic form of public intimacy, an auto-cartography where people can lay 
bare their problems and innermost thoughts to others through a mediating image, without 
exposing themselves directly. Giada Peterle considers instead auto-cartography as a prolific 
encounter between autoethnography, fictional writing and narrative approaches to maps 
as research methods. Two pieces of auto-cartographic and carto-fictional writing show 
how the self that is narrated and examined could be either the researcher(s) producing, 
analysing, using and engaging with the map in the field or the map itself, through forms of 
creative non-human narration. Nancy Duxbury and W. F. Garrett-Petts offer an overview of 
participatory cultural mapping as a conversational platform and meeting place for discus-
sion, empowerment and co-creation between diverse stakeholders. Whereas the vernacular 
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cartographies stemming from community–academe collaborations hold the potential to 
represent the cultural dimensions of a place expressed by local voices, they require criti-
cal awareness, ethical cautions and epistemic contextualisation (within the wider cultural 
mapping field) to be carried out in meaningful and transformative ways. Drawing from 
an example of guided tours in plantation museums across the southeastern United States, 
Stephen P. Hanna, Amy E. Potter and Derek H. Alderman propose narrative mapping as a 
reiterative mobile methodology that captures the bodily performances of visitors touring 
historical sites and the unpredictable stories that emerge as these visitors journey through 
curated spaces, exhibited memories, material objects and public narratives.

Part 7 of this handbook engages with a variety of ways in which we can think of maps 
in the public realm. Since ‘going public’ has become an imperative within the humanities, 
maps have shown an enormous potential in engaging people and producing public out-
reach for cultural institutions such as universities, libraries or academic associations. Map-
ping, then, is very much practised in community services to support public actions. This 
part works to widen further the notion of mapping for the public by including a human-
istic reading of the role maps played and still play in the public sphere and the public 
space, in the commercial realm and the information system. Being alternatively—and often 
simultaneously—commodities, tools of emancipation, informational devices, material arte-
facts and carriers of political views, maps pervade our lives as well as public arenas shaping 
a variety of cartographic practices and cultures. Martin Brückner reflects on the public life 
of maps from a historical and material perspective, showing how from the beginning of 
early modern cartography printed maps emerged as social artefacts transcending the goals 
of spatial orientation or representation. The cartographic and non-cartographic uses of 
such ‘cartifacts’ thus intersected, as cartographic commodities—and their biographies—
variously resonated with audiences through public spaces, ritual actions, social interac-
tions, pedagogical contexts or sentimental intimate experiences. Acknowledging that maps 
are often a strong exhibiting medium, Tom Harper examines the history and present of 
public map exhibitions. With particular reference to the activities of the British Library, by 
critically considering the host institution, the exhibition curator, the exhibited collection 
and the audience, he interrogates the measures of their success, and their future potentiali-
ties, reflecting on how such map exhibitions create knowledge following particular strate-
gies, can not only reproduce the biases embedded in their exhibited collections but also 
operate as forces for change in societies. Barbara Brayshay and Aldo de Moor’s chapter 
presents a participatory mapping project undertaken in the Black Caribbean community 
in the London Borough of Lambeth commissioned to create a map of community support 
available to unemployed people. While, through storytelling, the marginalised community 
took stock of its issues and the available support services, network mapping transformed 
into a practical means for public action, thus inspiring a model of bridging the divide 
between community members, community support services and wider networks of exter-
nal institutions and agencies. Taien Ng-Chan elaborates on the new meaning of ‘art’ in 
relation to the discipline of cartography and shows how scientific associations find in the 
arts and humanities a particularly rich terrain to cultivate public outreach. Her chapter 
traces the development of the International Cartographic Association (ICA)’s Commission 
on Art  & Cartography, which works to activate hybrid artistic-cartographic practices, 
promotes spatial awareness and facilitates public events, collaborations and the interna-
tional exchange of ideas among diverse practitioners and theorists. Laura Lo Presti and 
Tania Rossetto adopt an ethnographic approach to dig into cartographic authorship and 
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its public dimension. Collecting interviews with Laura Canali, a designer of maps for an 
Italian geopolitical magazine, they investigate how the public impact of maps in a ‘hot’ 
topic such as that of geopolitics is deeply felt by the mapmaker, as well as the decisions, 
ethical interrogations and precariousness always implied in the crafting of geopolitical 
maps. In an interview conducted by the handbook’s editors, Bloomberg journalists Laura 
Bliss and Marie Patino talk about MapLab, a newsletter launched in 2017 and published 
by Bloomberg CityLab which covers the world of mapping and how it intersects with the 
news not only for an audience of professionals interested in geo-datavisual graphics but 
also for map lovers in general. They regularly highlight mapping projects that provide 
important perspectives on key news events and topics such as climate change, elections, 
geopolitics and urban planning, but they also write about how cartography illuminates 
everyday human experience, as in the case of the How 2020 Remapped Your Worlds initia-
tive during the coronavirus pandemic.

With its desire to situate cartographic thinking and praxis historically, philosophically, 
empirically and in terms of changing disciplinary practices, this volume vibrantly shows 
how encounters between map studies and the humanities have produced ‘something’ that 
no longer belongs to them but instead exceeds them: the cartographic humanities.

Note

	1	 The interview is included in a recent video released for the memorial session dedicated to Yi-Fu 
Tuan at the Association of American Geographers’ 2023 annual meeting in Denver. The video is 
available at www.youtube.com/watch?reload=9&v=TiAdu_DZVKc.
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He who has succeeded in seeing himself is better than he who has been graced with seeing 
the angels.

—St Isaac the Syrian

Introduction

The phrase ‘cartographic humanities’ evokes a tension between the order imposed by the 
map and the complexity of what makes us human. On the one hand is the synoptic view 
from above, unveiling spatial patterns and making the world legible to our eyes. On the 
other hand is the unfathomable mystery of the human Self. The detached cartographic view 
implies absolute synchronism and mastery. It presents us with a frozen image of the world, 
with the illusion that time has stopped, that space has shrunk before our eyes and that we 
are in control of both. The invisible flows of human life, emotions and desires, the endless 
transformations of the self, the inscrutable depths of the soul, by contrast, can be hardly 
pinned down or even grasped. Like time and infinitude, they elude the gaze and resist rep-
resentation. Self-knowledge seems to belong to the realm of abstraction rather than to the 
realm of images. Yet cartography and the humanities are in no way antithetical: in helping 
us find our place in the world, maps tell us much about ourselves. If approached as cultural 
artefacts rather than simply as scientific documents or practical wayfinding devices, they 
can offer privileged windows on the values and beliefs of their makers and their societies. 
Shaping worlds and worldviews, they are moral projects at heart.

Maps enable us to visualise what our eyes otherwise fail to grasp. They create visual 
links between interior and exterior worlds. Nowhere are these links more explicit than in 
allegorical maps of life. While metaphors such as navigatio or peregrinatio vitae stretch all 
the way back to classical and late antiquity, they started to assume cartographic contours 
only in early modern times, flourished in the Enlightenment, declined after World War II 
and resurrected in the twenty-first century. This chapter considers maps of human life and 
of its regions as a starting point for reflecting on the meaning of cartography as a human-
ity.1 It shows how allegorical maps not only speak of shifting social and cultural values in 
the West, but they also reflect changing perceptions of space, of life and of the human Self. 

1
MAPPING INNER WORLDS

Cartography as a humanity

Veronica della Dora
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Such aspects lie at the core of the humanities both as a set of disciplines concerned with the 
study of human nature and culture and as a specific approach to knowledge. Yet, what does 
this approach entail exactly? How are the humanities different from the sciences and the 
creative arts? And how have they historically related to cartography?

Cartography as an art and as a humanity

Arts and humanities designate different fields of human endeavour and achievement. The 
humanities emerged in the Renaissance from the study of the seven ancient liberal arts (the 
quadrivium of the mathematical disciplines of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy and music, 
and the trivium of the verbal disciplines of rhetoric, logic and grammar). They originally 
designated a class of secular studies concerned with human culture, in opposition to divin-
ity. Today, the humanities are more often defined in opposition to the sciences and encom-
pass a specific set of academic disciplines including, for example, languages and literature, 
history, philosophy and theology (Oxford English Dictionary—OED). More broadly, they 
designate an approach to knowledge characterised by interpretative rather than quantitative 
or nomothetic methods. The purpose of their study is still best encapsulated in the aphorism 
‘γνῶθι σεαυτόν’ (know thyself), and the belief that ‘we best come to that knowledge through 
the reflective study of exemplary human achievement’ (Cosgrove, 2011: xxii)—hence the 
strong historical dimension of humanistic studies.

The arts, by contrast, are a set of creative practices including, for example, creative writ-
ing, visual arts such as painting, sculpture and photography, and performative arts (drama, 
music, dance and architecture). As opposed to the self-reflexive and interpretative nature 
of the humanities, the arts place emphasis on practice rather than on commentary. In other 
words, they are concerned with creativity as such rather than with the interpretation of the 
products of human creativity. Creative arts were originally rooted in the artes mechanicae 
(or manual arts). In antiquity and in the Middle Ages, these were understood in opposition 
to the liberal arts, though by the mid-sixteenth century, artists were beginning to promote 
specific skills such as painting and sculpture as liberal arts, which were deemed intellectu-
ally superior and thus a more dignified home for artistic genius (Park, 2011). As opposed to 
the sciences, both the humanities and the creative arts indeed foreground the role of human 
authorship, either in the construction of knowledge and understanding or in the production 
of artistic crafts and performances.

An ambiguous term encompassing both the physical practice of mapmaking and its 
study, today cartography includes aspects that belong to both the arts and the humanities. 
Its relationship to both fields, and to the sciences, however, has changed over time. Whereas 
humans have produced maps since pre-historical times (Delano-Smith, 1987), ‘cartogra-
phy’ is a relatively recent (western) invention. The word, which combines the Late medieval 
noun ‘carta’ (the material map object) and the ancient Greek verb γραφεĩν (to write, but also 
to describe), only appeared at the end of the eighteenth century. It gained traction in the 
following century and was eventually raised to the status of academic discipline between 
the 1920s and 1950s, though clothed in the mantle of science, rather than as a creative art 
or a humanistic discipline (Edney, 2019).

Denis Cosgrove attributes the original appeal of the term ‘cartography’ over the more 
mundane ‘mapmaking’ to the professionalisation of map production at a time when ‘Euro-
pean states were developing topographic map series for the purposes of defending ter-
ritory, and using statistical mapping as a bureaucratic, regulatory and planning device’ 
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(2008: 169). It was, however, not until the 1950s that the growth of academic cartography 
was accompanied by a broadened definition of the field, including writing about maps 
(Edney, 2019: 119). A decade thereafter, map historians were considering how early car-
tographic representations might be studied as part of the humanities, not just in providing 
data for other disciplines, but as objects of study in their own right (Edney, 2016).

While since the 1990s increased access to digital data, user-friendly mapping software 
and web resources have led to a ‘democratization of mapping’ (Crampton, 2010) and to a 
decline in the art of traditional mapmaking, map history has seen a new rapprochement to 
the humanities. It has expanded its focus from technical considerations to a critical reevalua-
tion of maps as instruments of power (Harley, 1989; Wood, 1992) and cultural artefacts able 
to shed light on past societies and cultures in a way not dissimilar from a painting or a novel, 
for example (Cosgrove, 2008). Both ‘critical cartography’ and ‘cultural cartography’ rely on 
approaches and methods routinely employed in the humanities, such as commentary and 
criticism, iconographic analysis and, more recently, phenomenology (Rossetto, 2019; Jacob, 
2006). The link between maps, the arts and the humanities, however, has deeper roots.

In the premodern and early modern world, mapmaking fell under the remit of Geometry, 
the liberal art concerned with the measurement (μετρία) of the earth (γῆ). The fifth-century 
polymath Martianus Capella described Geometry as a distinguished-looking lady wearing 
shoes reduced to shreds from her continuous wanderings around the globe, thus stressing 
its deep connection with the physical reality of the land (De nuptiis 6.583–87). By the fif-
teenth century, under the influence of Neoplatonism, the study of Geometry was deemed 
key to access the order underpinning the cosmos, which was understood as a reflection of 
divine love (Cosgrove, 1993; Mangani, 2018). For this reason, in the hierarchy of disci-
plines, Geometry was set closest to the pinnacle of Theology. Allegorical representations 
portrayed Geometria floating on a cloud suspended between two levels of being (physical 
and conceptual) (Figure 1.1).

Later representations, by contrast, featured her as a sturdy figure implanted on the 
ground and equipped with T-squares, plumb line, a globe, rules and castellated headdress, 
as to signal geometry’s allegiance with architecture, survey, navigation and other ‘middle 
sciences’ or practical mathematics, which were seeing a dramatic rise at that time (Park, 
2011: 363).

Maps were nevertheless much more than practical devices at the service of architects, 
engineers and navigators. They were (and had long been) also didactic tools and moral pro-
jects. Bound in bibles, books of psalms or even set up as stand-alone altarpieces, medieval 
mappae mundi, for example, had for centuries provided visual commentaries chronicling 
human salvation from Creation to Christ’s Second Coming (Scafi, 2006; Woodward, 1987). 
Mappae mundi featured place events from biblical and classical pasts (from the garden of 
Eden to the encampments of Alexander the Great), the present (e.g. extant cities like Paris 
and London) and the future (e.g. the apocalyptic tribes of Gog and Magog). In this way, 
mappae mundi enabled viewers to find their place in the world and in universal history—
and reminded them of the necessity of redemption.

In the Renaissance, Abraham Ortelius and other mapmakers explicitly connected their 
work to the humanistic tradition of self-knowledge. For example, Theatrum orbis terrarum 
(1570), the first printed atlas, presented the world as a stage for the lives, works and salva-
tion of its human inhabitants, as witnessed from an elevated point above its surface in flux. 
By setting the spectator at a distance from the stage, Ortelius provided his audience with 
the necessary rational detachment to attain wisdom. At the same time, the opening world 
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Figure 1.1 � Allegory of Geometry, Mantegna tarocchi, fifteenth century.

Source: Courtesy of British Museum
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map in the atlas (Typus orbis terrarum) confronted the viewer with a vast antipodean con-
tinent yet to be discovered (terra australis nondum cognita) and therefore with the limits of 
human knowledge and the insignificance of terrestrial affairs (Figure 1.2). Under the empty 
white landmass, the inscription (from Cicero) reads:

For what can seem of moment in human affairs for whom who keeps all eternity 
before his eyes and knows the scale of the universal world?

For Ortelius, the earthly theatre and humans’ place within it were to trigger moral reflec-
tion and self-knowledge at a time of devastating conflict in Europe (Cosgrove, 2003). Less 
than two centuries later, maps were not simply enabling learning and contemplation, but 
they were routinely providing practical guidance for navigating the manifold pathways of 
life and its regions. Where did these maps stem from?

The journey of life

Human life has long been narrated as a journey, or a voyage. Embedded in contemporary 
everyday speech, the image of the journey conjures up a sense of linear progression: ‘mov-
ing through life’, ‘passing the hill’, reaching ‘a crossroads’ and similar idioms all imply a 
forward movement. Like life itself, the journey entails a beginning and an end; a starting 
point and a destination. Life journey metaphors thus make it possible to map time on space, 

Figure 1.2 � Abraham Ortelius, Typus orbis terrarum, 1570.

Source: Wikimedia
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and therefore visualise an invisible movement by way of familiar imagery. Here lies their 
timeless power to draw us near the great mystery of human temporality.

Ancient Greeks and Romans used sea voyage metaphors (navigatio vitae) to express the 
instability and fragility of the human condition or to illustrate the perils and difficulties 
of public and private life. Plato, the first Greek philosopher to use the metaphor, likened 
human doctrines to rafts upon which one precariously undertakes the voyage of life across 
the stormy seas of the world (Phd. 85c—d). Seneca likened human life to a voyage in which 
the soul is tossed by passions but reaches a quiet harbour towards its end, away from the 
turmoil and preoccupations of public life (Brev. Vit. 18). For Cicero, such harbour was 
death itself, the end of pain (Tusc. 5.117). For the Church Fathers, it was the kingdom of 
heaven and eternal life, the ultimate goal of every Christian (della Dora, forthcoming).

While they continued to employ the ancient sea imagery to describe the external contin-
gencies of life, when it came to describe spiritual progress, the Greek Fathers turned to terres-
trial topographies. They especially drew on the archetypal landscapes of the Old Testament: 
the austere wilderness, the fog-clad mountain, the impenetrable cloud and the cleft in the 
rock (Ex. 33: 21–23). Gregory of Nyssa identified these three topographic features with the 
purification from passions, spiritual enlightenment and the mystical union with God (Vita 
Moys.). Before him, Origen had singled out no less than 42 stops in the desert, each corre-
sponding to a temptation to overcome or a virtue to gain on the way to God (Or., Hom. 27).

In the Latin West, Augustine envisaged human life as a peregrinatio, a journey of exile 
and return to the heavenly Father. His own path to conversion crossed barren ‘fields of 
sorrow’, ‘valleys of tears’, dangerous ‘mists of passions’ and the ‘muddy deep of heresy’, 
among other gloomy features (Conf. 1.16.26, 2.2.2). Inspired by Augustine, Dante likened 
life to a pathway he lost, ending up in a dreadful selva oscura, a dark forest where spiritual 
vision and the sunlight were blocked (Inf. 1.1–3). The Florentine poet mapped out his ver-
tical journey of redemption through murky topographies of afterlife carved out of Italy’s 
mountain loci horridi (Inf. 12.1–13). In his Pilgrim’s Progress (1678), John Bunyan yet 
again unfolded the universal quest for salvation through an elaborated topography of hills, 
mountains and valleys, but this time also through the local town settings of daily life—from 
the village of Morality to Vanity Fair.

As all these examples show, inner journeys never take place through an empty space, 
but through complex, and usually vividly painted, topographies akin to the exterior worlds 
inhabited by the ‘wayfarers’. Unlike abstract space, places and landscapes make invisibili-
ties palpable before our eyes, be they the ineffable passing of time, temporary states of 
mind, or otherwise ungraspable existential conditions. Inner topographies are laid out in a 
sequential manner, as one encounters them on the ground during a journey. The journey of 
life is thus ‘mapped’ in the metaphorical sense of the term, that is, as a cognitive, ordering 
process. Order is brought by the linear narrative running through and connecting quali-
tatively different sceneries and places. The movement of life and its inner topographies, 
however, started to be fixed on actual maps only in early modern times, after Geometria 
had ascended on her cloud. Interestingly, these maps spread as the art of mapmaking was 
turning into the science of cartography.

Mapping life journeys

Initially, allegorical maps did not aim at surveying life in its totality. They rather focused 
on one of its central regions: love. In the literary salons of mid-seventeenth-century France, 


