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The historical context of one of Britain's greatest 
map-makers was the independent kingdom of Scotlan~ at 
the end of the sixteenth century. It was not a wealthy king
dom by contemporary European standards. Nevertheless, 
sufficient swpluses were generated to afford patronage by 
the aristocracy and the Church. Furthermore, Scotland was 
an extravert and assertively European country at the end of 
the sixteenth century. Links with majnJand Europe were 
strong, particularly with Holland, through trade, culture and 
scholarship. A further important feature of the historical 
context to map-making in the second half of the sixteenth 
century was the major reorganisation of the Church in Scot
land and an increase in literacy, consequent upon the 
Reformation. 

Within this context, an extraordinary episode in sur
veying and map-making occurred Unfortunately, in the 
present state ofknowledge, it is difficult to make any direct 
causal connections between that episode and its historical 
context. We still do not know exactly how and why it came 
about, what precisely were the motive forces and who it was 
intended to benefit. As far as the origins of events are con
cerned, we can do little more than point to the potentially 
conducive circumstances which were of recent origin. 

Fortunately, we know a great deal more about the 
end-products, which are implausibly associated with one 
man alone, Timothy Pont, a graduate of St Andrews who 
spent some ten or fifteen years travelling over most, but not 
all of Scotland. Between 1583 and 1596, Pont recorded 
some of what he saw in the landscape, in the form of maps, 
although Pont was also a choregrapher, recording genea
logical, economic and historical detailS in the form of text. 
However, he is now remembered as a map-maker, albeit one 
who failed to find a publisher in his lifetime. . 

By an extraordinary series of chance events, his manu
script maps survived his demise and were eventually 
dispatched to the house ofBlaeu in Amsterdam, where the 
best of them were engraved, prior to their publication in vol
ume five of Blaeu's Atlas Novus in 1654. At that date, 
Scotland became one of the best mapped countries of the 
world, with some 20,000 place-names located on 
forty-eight plates. More remarkable was the fact that some 
of Pont's original manuscripts were returned to Scotland 
and are extant, as one of the great treasures of the National 
Library of Scotland. The collection comprises sev
enty-seven maps on thirty-eight sheets, together with a 
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number oflater drafts, not by Pont and dating from the first 
half of the seventeenth century. 

The Pontmanuscripts are unique, not solely for the his
torical geography of Scotland, but for the history of western 
cartography. They are an unparalleled collection of manu
script sources as utilised· by sixteenth centmy Flemish 
engravers. 

Herein lies the origins of PROJECT PONT, which 
came into being in 1996, on the 400th anniversary of the 
only dated manuscript. It is a five-year multi-disciplinary 
project which seeks to stimulate and co-ordinate research 
on Pont, his maps and related issues such as their origins 
and contemporary usage. A relevant factor in the origins of 
the project was the acquisition by the National Library of 
Scotland, of a digital scanning camera affording the possi
bility of enhanced access to the documents themselves. 

The project is managed by a Steering Committee con
sisting of invited representation from the NLS, the 
RCAHMS and the Universities of Edinburgh, Dundee and 
Aberdeen. We are now well into the life of the project and 
the Committee has recently been reviewing progress, con
sidering how to build on progress to date and how to draw 
the project to a conclusion. A great deal remains to be done. 

On the question of the dissemination of the images of 
the original documents, all of the manuscripts have now 
been scanned and consideration is being given as to how 
best to make them available. Indeed, a Research Assistant is 
about to be appointed for a period of one year, to investigate 
the best way to market the electronic images, so that woik 
on the images is facilitated and so that maximum use may be 
made of them throughout the education sector and beyond. 
User needs and appropriate publication methods will be 
identified, with the objective of making the images more 
widely available within the lifetiine of the project. 

The project also seeks to promote research more di
rectly, by organising seminars designed to explore a range 
of different aspects and to draw in a as many different inter
est-groups as possible, including such topics as place-name 
studies, settlement studies, architectural history, genealogy, 
economic history and past environments. The Project or
ganises field trips which bring together a diversity of 
interests inform.ally and thereby· stimulates new thjnJcing. 
On-going work is publicised through a Newsletter. 

If any significant feature is emerging from the Project 
to date, it is an awareness of the insufficiency of archival re
search on Pont and his work on the ground. The need is to 
scour the archives of Scotland for the period of the last two 
decades of the sixteenth centmy, looking not so much at ec
clesiastical records which have already been the subject of 
scrutiny, bu~ private muniments and such public archives as 
might shed light on the state dimension ofPont's work. The 
search is on for contemporary records which might provide 
insight into motivation. Who were the instigators and why? 
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What was the contemporary response to the work ofPont? 
The need is to make the connection between the political, 
intellectual and ecclesiastical turmoil of late six
teenth-century Scotland and the origins and conduct of the 
survey itself. Our understanding of the extant maps will be 
greatly enhanced if their origins can be more explicitly es
tablished. Furthermore, their significance will be more 
fully appreciated if their impact on contemporary society 
can be assessed. At the moment, their is an unfortunate gap 
between the maps and their historical context 

The Committee is already looking ahead, to the way in 
which the Project should draw to a close. Consideration is 
being given to a major exhibition which might put all of the 
Pont manuscripts on public display for the first time, per
haps with a travelling exhibition thereafter. A major 
publication on Pont and his work is envisaged, providing 
the impetus for continuing work on Pont, so that the mo
mentum of the Project is not lost. 

If you would like to be included on the mailing list for 
the Newsletter and for forthcoming events, or if you require 
any further information about the project, please contact: 
PROJECT PONT, 
Map Library, 
National Library of Scotland, 
33 Salisbury Place, 
Edinburgh EH9 1SL 
Tel 0131-226 4531 
Fax 0131-668 3472 
Email maps@nls.uk 
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THE HERMON DUNLAP SMITH CENTER 
FOR THE HISTORY OF CARTOGRAPHY 
AT THE NEWBERRY LIBRARY 
CHICAGO 

The Nebenzahl Prize for Dissertations in the His
tory of Cartography 

The Newberry Library and its Hermon Dunlap 
Smith Center for the History of Cartography are 
pleased to announce the creation of the Nebenzahl 
Prize for Dissertations in the History of Cartography. 
The Nebenzahl Prize for Dissertations in the History 
of Cartography is the successor to the Nebenzahl Prize 
for Books in the. History of Cartography, which will no 
longer be awarded. Starting in January 1999, the prize 
will be awarded every two years to the author of a re
cently completed dissertation, in any field, judged in 
an open competition by the prize committee to have 
made the most significant contribution to the study of 
the history of cartography. The prize will be awarded 
on the basis of the dissertation's originality, scholar
ship, and writing quality. 

An outright prize of $1,500 will be presented to 
the author at the time of the award. Prize winners will 
also receive a fellowship to support research related to 
revision or expansion of the dissertation to be done in 
residence at the Newberry Library. The Fellowship 
carries a stipend of $800 per month, and will be ~ 
rated for periods of two weeks to two months. Prize 
winners will be offered a review of their dissertations 
by the University of Chicago Press. 

The Nebenzahl Prize for Dissertations in the History of 
Cartography is made possible by the generous support of 
Mr. & Mrs. Kenneth Nebenzahl. For further information 
about the prize, contact: James Akerman, Director, Hermon 
Dunlap Smith Center for the History of Carto~phy, the 
Newberry Library, 60 W. Walton Street, Chicago, IL 
60610-3380, USA; phone 312-255-3523; email 
akennanj@newberry .org. 

from a Newberry Library press release 
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