
THERE IS NO BLUE LINE 

Jan Kelly 

There is no blue line around the edge of the world, even 
although generations of map-readers might reasonably be 
justified in believing that there is; when one goes to the 
coast, one cannot find it. Should one locate the 'coastline' 
exactly, then the half of the beach that the map describes as 
'land' is not evidently different from the half that is de
scribed as 'water'. 

The coastline on the topographic map, the average that 
is called the Mean High Water Mark, does not pretend that 
there are absolutes of place, on one side of which is water 
and on the other side land. Most maps however do show a 
line that has, of necessity, singular geographic place. It sep
arates the detail ofland and human activity on one side from 
a calm (blue) space on the other that has, commonly' no fur
ther characterisation. The logic of this is not obvious either. 

Maps are a graphic language, as very many authors have 
recognised; the symbols on them having more to do with 
words and concepts than with descriptions of geographic 
reality. River water is not in fact blue, it is transparent, re
flecting sky colour or foliage or earth, it can be in a shifting 
channel, discoloured with sediments, and seasonally absent 
altogether. The mapped line represents the word and con
cept 'river' rather than its particular identity in one place. 

The 'coastline' is an average location that is by defini
tion below the high tide. 

However the land-water edge is assigned on the map- as 
a black, blue or grey line; or as the edge of a shaded (blue) 
fill: defined as a Mean High Water Mark (MHWM), an esti
mate from an aerial photograph, a simplification related to 
scale, or as the mere idea of 'edge' -it is a graphic device 
that the map reader will recognise for what it is and 'sensi
bly' translate from symbolism into reality. Water, land, 
water, land, it is easy; which probably explains why more 
adventurous cartographic efforts that substitute other 
colours and symbols for the 'classic' ones, do not work as 
well. 

It is also possible that the general reader will not notice, 
or even care perhaps, whether the water edge as shown on 
the map is precise, although degrees of generalisation be
come increasingly unsatisfactory, and intricately-drawn 
detail on a map can be read in its own right through the 
imagination. The Swiss national topographic series 1:50 
000 and 1: 25 000 for example, and the British Ordnance 
Survey 1:50 000 series illustrate this. 

The map user will locate the line called 'river' on the 
topographic map in order to find the same item in the land
scape, and in exploring the latter become less involved in 
the truth of the former. The map approximates the river or 
coast, the real item is found, and has detail, and the reader 
will raise that detail into consciousness when the map is 
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Figure 1: Topographic Map, scale 1:50 000. Part NZMS 
260 Sheet Qll Waitakere, revised 1986. By permission 
of Land Information New Zealand Ltd. 1 

re-read in isolation. The icon, once learned, is redefined by 
and viewed through experience, seeming after a time to 
have a perfect logic to it. In the process of the identification 
of that logic, a contract is recognised between the 
map-reader and the map-maker, in which the information 
state called 'symbol' is subconsciously acknowledged. 2 

Map-readers frequently do not look up symbols in the 
key or legend before they examine a map; they start to 
search for peripheral information only when they are other
wise lost for an explanation. This may indicate that they see 
the map as 'real landscape' rather than as an artificial con
struct, and plunge into the adventure of interpreting it on the 
simple assumption that they can. 

The same applies to making maps. 

A person whom I am watching explain a place he has 
visited draws a single line from left to right along the centre 
of a piece of paper. 'This is the lake,' he says, with complete 
certainty that he will be understood. After a moment of 
thought, a curving'S' shape is amended onto the left hand 
end of the line, no explanation for it being offered. He stud
ies it again. 'Where is the castle?', I prompt, already aware 
of the subject of the sketch. 'Here', be says, marking a box 
shape in one arm of the'S' shape, 'I was over on this side', 
putting a cross in the other part of the 'S', that shape sud
denly and quite evidently becoming a bay and promontory. 

His explanation gains momentum and confidence. 'The 
road is back a bit from the lake' - another line - 'and the 
churchyard is further up, the house is mostly hidden by trees 
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but there is quite a big camping ground just in front of it' -a 
second square, with a ·o· inside it for graveyard; a large 
square beyond curled shapes that, be says, denote woods, 
and a loosely looped line around the campground, contain
ing a word. His finished map looks exactly like any other 
roughly drawn topographical sketch, its landscape sud
denly •inhabited' with •identifiable' locations and line or 
edge features. While he has also photographed and de
scribed to me the boats in the lake as they sat against far 
mountains, be has drawn no features at all on the •water' 
part of the sketch, which occupies half of the page. 

a. 

write on the map!', one has to ask constantly of students 
who are holding a ball-point pen while lost in search or ex
pression. 

Gestures of the bands may indicate macro features such 
as coastlines, hills, roads, areas of interest; and fingers point 
to what we refer to, for other reasons, •point features', a fin
ger stabbing at the map for emphasis. •Here', the map 
explainer says triumphantly, with the satisfaction of having 
solved a visual puzzle. 

The land-water edge on maps is so basic a construct that 
when one tries to interpret a sketched map, on birch bark, or 

. stone, or on the back of an envelope, the existence of a 
; land-water edge seems to be an a priori assumption. 
' Whether the water area has a characterising fill or is plain, 
; whether the land is detailed or vacant, the two are separated 
; on maps, and more often than not by a line. 

This is a curious fixture in that shore-based communi
. ties in all ages live or have lived within a band ofland-water 
· interaction that crosses from one to the other, spreading ac-

1 ____ b_. "" 1 tivities across an area of contact that might more reasonably 
1 be mapped as a zone. Perhaps it is an ancient commitment to 

breathing air, or to the place where one sleeps, that leads one 
to divide off the edge of the land and mark the •other side' of 
that line as •different' on maps, showing its surface, its 
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Figure 2: " This is the lake". 3 

Anna Godlewska in her discussion of 'The Idea of the 
Map' argues that in fact maps, or map-like depictions, are 
very old. •aased on what little we know ofhuman cognitive 
development, sparse archaeological evidence, and the little 
that historic linguistics and semiotics can tell us, we think 
that mapping is older than writing and mathematics but 
younger than music and dance, and that it has links to the 
development of gesture-based communication.' 4 

This brings to mind instantly the Powhatan Indians who 
in 1607 danced their world map for Captain John Smith, in
cluding a coastline, taking three days of ceremony to work it 
out 5 

Many people draw maps using gesture, the swift pencil 
strokes on the paper being a visual extension by way of the 
hands of their verbal expression of the map's meaning and 
content. The direction-giving 'map in the sand' can be char
acterised in this way. 

People also read maps using gesture, if their intention is 
to communicate infonnation to others. Their hands, driven 
by verbal explanation, move over the map in broad sweep
ing lines almost as if they were drawing it. 'Please don •t 
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emergent monsters, occasionally a boat, or nothing at all. 
The so-called sand seas of the Arabian peninsula have 

some of these same qualities on maps, the sand seas were 
star-navigated as if they were oceans, and frequently are 
mapped as featureless spaces (although being land-based 
they can also cmy the traces of tracks). In northern Africa 

. open desert, as with the ocean, was prime mapping territory 
for the insertion of dragons and wondrous animals. 

Aboriginal painted maps show water areas as a filled 
zone, a complexity of stipples that when arranged into re
peating patterns may indicate for example the movement of 
the tide, the mixture of salt and fresh water in an estuary, the 

. life-giving presence of river water, the Dreaming place of 
an Ancestor, or a symbol for the mixing of the beliefs of two 
cultures. 6 The water areas have as much character and va
lidity as does the land. While mapped areas have outline and 
place, they do not attempt to present geographical truths 
about location, shape or edge in the conventional Western 
sense, rather they make ideas about relationships, qualities 
and events explicit. 

Water areas were not left blank on many maps of the 
Middle Ages, both in Europe and in Asia; they were a roil
ing tumble of repeating lines or wave shapes that seemed to 
indicate at best the vitality and motion of water, at worst its 
danger as a medium to travel in. In a more minimal interpre
tation, the curling lines representing water may be no more 
than a graphic device (tied to the exigencies of making a 
woodcut, perhaps) to indicate the nature of the space, being 
used much as we would now put in a blue fill. 

In a sense the •fiat water' symbol on the modem topo
graphical map describes a reflective surface. Water is more 
or less visually flat, reflecting sky or light The land area can 
be seen in the same way. Landscape is mapped in terms of 
what one can see on its (reflective) surface (as opposed to its 
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depths, character or hidden qualities), with a distinct em
phasis on the edges of objects. 

The landscape that the topographic map gives us is al
most an impressionistic sketch. It has a relationship to 
landscape sketching per se in that it dwells on the features 
that can be seen on the surface, rise from the surface, make 
lines on it, or throw shadows. Even the texture of the land
scape on the map, the artifice called 'hill shading', enforces 
both the idea and the visceral feeling of'seen' landscape. 

By this logic, water areas have to be blank. Water has no 
edges other than its ultimate edge, and the half-realised rims 
of sand or mud banks that appear at low tide. 

We live by edges, and the rims of objects define them. 
This is partly how the human eye perceives things. On the 
topographic map the rims of fields are shown, and some 
fence lines and walls, but not all: nor are the legal property 
lines shown, although they are after all as valid in defining 
such a description of space. Legal property lines cannot be 
'seen' in the visible landscape, and are reserved for a map 
that contains nothing but property lines. The fence can be 
seen, as can the contents of the field, but the field content is 
not a valid object for general mapping since (with excep
tions) it can be transitory and is a detail of the particular. 

The particular belongs to only one location and the map 
must show all in an even-handed way. The nature of this 
even-handedness is a cultural choice about maps. 

The (approximate) edge of the forest is shown on the 
map, but not the botanical or biological content. This can be 
seen as a pragmatic choice: but, as with the blue wash for 
water, the trees are the medium not the message, the detail 
of the forest having been subsumed to a symbolic statement 
about the presence of trees: and, as with water, there are few 
'edges' within the texture to identify. 

In a sense, the undifferentiated forest symbol can refer 
only to 'trees: not trees'. Mapping on a tree-by-tree basis 
comes into the same arena of argument as the mind game of 
mapping the country at a scale of one-to-one. Ultimately no 
mapping is done because symbolisation. the art of summa
rising in a meaningful away, has not been achieved. 

That meaningful summarising is akin to a mathematical 
equation. An equation tries to describe what is physically 
real in a coded and formulaic way, developing within de
fined parameters a standard of description that will apply in 
a wide number of cases. This is what a map does also. The 
map symbol is subtly different from the equation however, 
in that its meaningful summary is often culturally driven, 
whereas mathematics purports to be an international lan
guage. 

The particular is the subject of picture maps, of which 
there is a wealth of examples. The Inclesmoor map (Figure 
3), drawn to define a land dispute in northern England, uses 
fill to characterise locations, and does not defme its spaces 
by edges. The river extends to a rim which is merely the 
limit on the fantastic detail of the water itself, which coils 
like a ribbon around the land in question. The symbolisation 
used here represents the idea of 'flow', rather than the map
ping ideal of 'describable shape within place.' (It is an 
interesting thought that a modem representation using ex-
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actly that ideal would re-identify this generic picture 'flow' 
as the Trent river exactly, and no other, the principle of 
meaningful generalisation turning around on itself.) 

Figure 3. lnclesmoor map 1404-08. 7 

The moor at the centre of the map has a fence or wall that 
gives it relative location. and separates it from other enclo
sures; but the fence is also the container for the buoyant 
mass of flowers and herbs that characterise or 'fill' the 
moor, it has an internal identity that is particular to place. 
Buildings on the map are not symbolic generalisations, they 
have content, individual character, and local orientation. 

It might be said that picture maps such as this one em
ploy a primitive style of mapping that has no practical 
application in modem coordinate-based mapping systems. 
They are, however, interesting maps. They employ selec
tion, symbolisation and generalisation in ways that give 
legitimacy to a different symbol set, that of content not 
edge. 

Maps made at the contact point between indigenous 
mapmakers and incomers such as colonists gave rise to en
counters where the differences between cultural 
interpretations become more evident. 

In the history of the mapping of Australia and New Zea
land explorers 'got' bits of 'unmapped' land into the empty 
spaces on their maps as if bagging trophies. Explorers and 
surveyors who opened up the land for settlement sometimes 
gained the status of heroes. 

Colonial governments imposed a European structure of 
land division that was wholly different from the native de
scription of the same territory. In 'Singing the . Land, 
Signing the Land' Helen Watson and David Wade Cham
bers describe how, 'ignoring subtle, but highly 
sophisticated, regimes of land tenure and usage, the new 
settlers [in Gippsland, Victoria] set about making the land 
their own by creating an entirely new and, in the main, arbi
trary set of boundaries, based on abstract principles which 
were for the most part unrelated to the land itself.' 8 

The map with which the authors illustrate this process 
shows a mathematically neat network of property lines that 
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sometimes cross rivers as if they did not exist; the natural 
flow of the landscape, and how one would live on it, seem
ing to be an irrelevancy. 

Edward Shortland noted the same process happening 
during the European settlement ofNew Zealand. He wrote 
in 1851 about 'newcomers who landed full ofthe idea that 
there were large expanses of what they termed waste and 
unreclaimed land, on which their cattle and flocks might 
roam at pleasure, and to wish they had a better right than 
those whose ancestors had lived there, fished there, and 
hunted there; and had, moreover, long ago given names to 
every stream, hill, and valley of the neighbourhood' 9 

Geoff Park also describes the re-structuring of the natu
ral New Zealand landscape. The rich and varied bush had to 
be 'got rid of' because of the extent to which it interfered 
with this intent towards perfection. 10 The New Zealand 
landscape was quite frequently 'mapped' by Europeans be
fore it had been cleared, and sold in Britain before it had 
been seen, the lines of property blocks enclosing 'avail
able', differitTated space that did not exist on the ground. 

Maoris who made maps for Europeans drew the coast as 
a single line, and gave it as a bird's-eye-view (Figure 4a). 
This is consistent with the instinct of mapmakers almost ev
erywhere to draw the land as if one were above it looking 
down, and to divide the land-sea boundary with a single 
stroke. Because these maps were based on verbal explana
tion rather than symbols, they were not however 'filled' 
with the details ofMaori lives on the landscape, and seemed 
to be as empty as the Europeans hoped the land would be. 
Almost all of those few maps were annotated by European 
listeners who wrote onto them 'useful' explanations. 

Figure 4(a) Tubawaiki's map ofFiordland 1843. 12 

Europeans making their first maps of New Zealand 
drew a carefully explicit coastline (Figure 4b), and then 
sought out the water edge, measuring a vast numbers of 
depths and numbering them in fathoms. They marked 
shoals, sand bars and deep-water channels, timber re
sources for replacement masts on sailing vessels, sources of 
fresh drinking water, prominent hills that served as sailing 
landmarks: all to do with safe harbours, and places to stop in 
a country where they did not yet have a home. 
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Figure 4(a) "Pandora" Survey ofKaipara Harbour. 11 

They also, as the new Australians did, surveyed and 
marked off straight-edged property lines, giving them
selves organised and coded land spaces to inhabit. 
Surveying was a requirement of settlement, and until this 
order was imposed the land could not properly be lived 
upon. 

Aboriginal maps of parts of Australia can be read only 
superficially by the uninitiated, the understanding and sym
bolisation on them of how the earth and the lived world are 
structured is oblique to the European way of thinking about 
land. 

The new maps of these two colonised countries arose 
out of a discourse that was particularly Western European in 
its preoccupations, in its cultural preconceptions and in its 
societal structures, 13 the maps, once they were made, serv
ing in turn to influence the way in which the landscape was 
seen, and used The mapping of previously 'uncharted terri
tory' served to open that same territory to the imposition of 
new regimes. 

The first maps of North America show the landscape as 
another such blank space awaiting its lines that will tell set
tlers where they are on it. Similarly these maps do not pay 
attention to the inhabitants already on the land, failing to 
copy across or to access the mapping that had already been 
done. 

This in fact the incomers probably could not do. Maps of 
all ages must use 'words', symbols, out of their own time, in 
order to be understood. Their symbolic descriptions, if they 
are equivalent to the concepts in a language and culture, are 
an expression of the und_erstandings of that culture. 

Settlers would have had to make a huge mental leap, out 
of very little knowledge or experience, to understand what 
they were in fact seeing ahead of them. 

In looking at intricate and appealing, even spiritually 
rich old maps, and comparing them with precisely descrip
tive national mapping, it is easy to think that 'things were 
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different then', in fact they were the same. Each of the ex
amples given is exactly what a map 'looks like' and should 
look like, in its own place and time. If this were not so, it 
would fail to be understood. 

The symbolisation of landscape onto maps, as Anna 
Godlewska has pointed out, is an ancient instinct, and the 
'map in the sand' that shows 'bow to get there from here' is 
probably the base thought behind everything that we now 
know and think. about maps. That it has taken a Western turn 
towards absolute and even-banded, if not unbiased, de
scription has been seen as a measure of bow far western 
thinking about land has permeated the world. That it sur
vives, or has survived, in other forms and with other content 
in other cultures, pinpoints for us our own preoccupations, 
which may overwhelm us to the extent that it becomes ever 
harder to see them for what they are. 

Peter Carey wrote a curious story around cartoswhers 
and national mapping in his novel Exotic Pleasures 1 • The 
mapped landscape, he seems to say, exists only as it is de
scribed: take away the description, and the attention of map 
users, and it will all slide out of conscious existence. In his 
extreme case, parts of Australia (and some of its populace 
and buildings) were vanishing entirely as people ceased to 
care about, or remember them. 

This mischievous idea acts as a mirror to our uncon
scious assumptions. The land as a mapped framework, 
pinned down in artificially coordinated geographic space, is 
not the 'real' landscape at all: its mapped description relat
ing more to language and to social structures and 
preconceptions about land than it does to physical reality. 

Peter Carey's difficult thought is akin to the aphorism 
that if a tree falls in the forest, and there is no one there to 
hear it, does it make a sound? If the land is not described 
(mapped), does it then have an accessible identity? 

It was the task of Carey' s cartographers to map the 
country so that people would know it was there, as a neces
sary structure behind their thinking about themselves. 

Discourses allow stories to be told 15, and the cartogra
phers' description of 1he country is akin to a story, a 
distillation of knowledge and understanding that can be 
read-back by the initiated. The unmapped landscape on the 
other band, which can be viewed only as a mind exercise, is 
perhaps the nearest thing to the unframed ecosystem, an 
integrated whole in which the parts (lines, points, areas) are 
not separate. 

We cannot live in the world without framing it. The 
blue line on the map, representing the word 'water' or the 
idea 'coastline' rather than the actual description of either, 
is an example of the efficacy of such a framework, in that it 
causes the symbol to become so obvious that we may have 
ceased to read it as a symbol at all. 
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