
In his essay 'The Fine Line Between Mapping and
Map Making', Dennis Wood draws on cognitive science to
inform his definition of 'mapping', a process he sees as
common to all humans; analysing sensory data and
building a mental representation that we can use to 'get
around and do stuff'. He sees this process as both universal
and individual in that our 'mapping' process is made
unique by our varied abilities, disabilities, and subjective
perceptions. Map making then, is an attempt to externalise,
or transcribe some aspects of this experience using shared
languages, rituals and patterns that are culturally specific.

Artists working with cartography, experimenting
with its established techniques, often find themselves
working on Wood's 'fine line between mapping and map
making'; between a sensory and psychological reaction to
a terrain and the production of an inscription that attempts
to communicate that experience to others. However,
beyond this simple description which could almost be said
of any plastic art, cartography has some specific qualities
and potentials that increasing numbers of artists are
identifying and using in their work. 

This fashion is partly due to the scientism of
cartography, how its representational forms and spatial
metaphors are so well established, widely understood and
accepted as fact. While many are suspicious of
contemporary art and regard it with reverence or disdain,
leaving it to qualified experts to produce and interpret,
maps are still a vernacular form that everyone is expected
to be able to read and write. So for artists who wish to
communicate beyond a community of experts, cartography
offers a formal structure that will probably be legible to
most people, and that has an implicit utility. This is not to
say that any map, artistic or not is necessarily useful for
getting from A to B, but that it at least asks the reader to
situate themselves, the map author and the things
represented by it in relation to each other. This relationship
may be spatial or conceptual, but at the very least, maps
demand this much.

On a more basic level, thinking about what the map
does, what its functions are, and how they can be used by
artists for their own ends (about which more will be said
later), Michel Serres' concept of the 'quasi-object' provides
a useful model:

'This quasi-object that is a marker of  the subject is
an astonishing constructor of intersubjectivity. We
know, through it, how and when we are subjects and
when and how we are no longer subjects. 'We'; what
does that mean? We are precisely the fluctuating
moving back and forth of the 'I', The 'I' in the game is
a token exchanged and this passing, this network of
passes, these vicariances of subjects weave the
collection.'2

Serres uses the example of the rugby ball as an
extreme form of  'quasi-object' which he calls an 'operator'.
As the 'operator', in this case a the rugby ball, is passed
from player to player, it takes on the indeterminate
function of a joker in a deck of cards or a blank domino in
a set; an object that can change the course of play and the
roles of the players. As the ball is passed between the
subjects and groups of subjects (the teams in this case), the
players take turns at being the 'I'. In this shifting,
convoluted dynamic, Serres describes the subjectivity of
each player being woven by the passage of the 'operator'.
He then turns to less extreme 'quasi-objects', that are not as
indeterminate as operators, but which are created by
customs, languages, and rituals  to solidify social relations.
Steven Brown extrapolates on this idea using the example
of how the sword formalises combat, or cutlery stabilises
eating arrangements: 

'Objects make stable human relations possible, but it
is the putting of objects into circulation as quasi-
objects which realises the human collective as such...
The quasi-object does not so much reverse play as
formalise it, often giving rise to concrete, highly
deterministic social practices.'3

Knives, forks and spoons provide a set of tools for
the establishment and development of manners, just as
certain weapons determine and change how violence is
ritualised and performed. This is how Serres would view
the map, as a formalisation of human relations, a
representation within which each player becomes a
subject. This is the use of the map as a communicative
tool, as successive players engage with the map, each
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locates themselves in the representation, the 'I' is shifted
from person to person, and between person and group. 

The 'highly deterministic social practices' that Steven
Brown mentions refer to the way these tools can fix
relationships and representations in a framework that is not
easily malleable or reconfigurable by their users. The
instances of artist-made maps I will discuss below focus
on attempts to destabilise this deterministic function of
map making, opening up maps to the desires and needs of
those who communicate through them.

Artist Heath Bunting's Downhill Map of Bristol is a
map for skateboarders, cyclists and walkers. Rolling
through the streets of Bristol, Bunting and the Bristol
Skate Survey group personally surveyed private paths that
connect public ways, road surface quality, altitudes and the
location of fruit trees: detail that would be unavailable to
most map makers.  The web-based software Bunting wrote
to enable them to map the city allows for a great deal of
flexibility in how the map is eventually rendered, as well
as allowing the survey group to plot and annotate points on
the map, extending it by connecting points representing
road junctions with a simple point-and-click drawing
interface. The use of technology in the practice of the
survey is very minimal: the web site allows the surveyor to
print out little strips of out-of-copyright maps showing

unsurveyed spaces that then enable the group to skate
around drawing alterations, additions and notes that can
then be added to the map via a web form.

There have been many projects, artistic and
commercial, that provide a similar set of functions. Most
prominent is The Urban Tapestries project
(http://urbantapestries.net/) which has developed a
platform for 'collaborative mapping' based on the use of
handheld computers, Global Positioning System (GPS)
and 3G mobile phones. This project uses the concept of
'annotation' of points on an existing map with photos,
video and text. Many artistic mapping projects,4 work with
similar ideas of augmenting existing maps and spaces with
local, user-contributed information. 

The distinctive factor of Bunting's map is the
reliance on the survey group to become more than just
'users' of the map by taking part in the process that builds
and extends the map itself. Bunting's Downhill Map of
Bristol is a functional outcome of that mapping process
that provides users of human powered vehicles in Bristol a
unique navigational tool, providing details about road
surface and gradient that open up the possibility of
constructing a functional online bicycle and skateboard
route planning service5 that no official mapping agency
would be able to offer.
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Snapshot of the Downhill Map of Bristol, 2004, Heath Bunting. (http://locate.irational.org/bristol_map/).



Returning to the idea of opening up the map to the
needs and desires of its users, this ability to reuse and
extend the base-map itself, and for the users to help shape
the functional operations, not just the appearance or
'content' of the map, addresses far more basic concerns
than the 'annotation' based projects that use preexisting
maps as the basis for historical or personal narrative
layers. 

This distinction is far more poignant in the UK
where all geodata is restricted by crown copyright and
owned by the Ordnance Survey, a quasi-commercial
agency that licenses geodata collected using public funds
back to the public for extortionate sums. In this context,
the ability to create a map, use it, publish it, and to give
away its underlying data is a political statement in itself.
Also, the process of the survey, observing the terrain and
representing it as a map, engaging sensory experience and
the impulse to transcribe that experience, comes closer to
Dennis Wood's 'fine line between mapping and map-
making' than the single-point annotation process which
some skeptics have jokingly called 'Red Dot Fever'. This
pejorative label not only comments on the virulent
proliferation of these 'annotation' projects, but seen in
terms of what the map does, or as Wood asks 'what its
discourse function is', 'Red Dot Fever' projects do little
more to open up use of the map than allow the user to add
their own 'you are here' symbols.

This can be seen as a step in the right direction, but
in many cases, particularly in the case of projects such as
Urban Tapestries, where the use of the map is dependent

on the use of high-tech, expensive consumer equipment
and relies on sponsorship from 3g networks such as
Orange, equipment manufacturers HP, as well as
proprietary geodata donated by the Ordnance Survey, the
addition of a layer of user-contributed narrative begins to
seem more like a solicitation for 'content provision': asking
people to help convince consumers to buy this equipment
and these services.  This project might destabilise the
deterministic functions of maps and map making, but
given the technical and economic dependencies it demands
of its 'users', Urban Tapestries appears to be little more
than thinly veiled advertising and R&D for equipment
manufacturers and service providers.6

For the Downhill Map of Bristol, Bunting addresses
this issue by using cheap or free technology and plans to
make both the software, and the data underlying the maps
he is making available to the public under open licenses.
Each user of the map, given these conditions, is capable of
setting up their own mapping system and using it for their
own ends whether artistic, cartographic, both or something
else entirely. The difference in this case is that the aims,
methods and the outcomes of the project are are malleable
on all levels - the practice does not necessarily become the
kind of 'deterministic social practice' Steven Brown talks
about in relation to objects such as maps.

In a similar vein, Jo Walsh and Schulyer Erle from
the University of Openess' Faculty of Cartography and
Steve Coast from the department of Physics at University
College London have been working on London Free Map
and Openstreetmap.org. These projects encourage
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Jo Walsh and Schulyer Erle, snapshot from the London Free Map demo: (http://uo.space.frot.org/?node=LondonFreeMap)



participants to walk, drive, cycle or skate through city
streets with GPS units and then use the 'traces' of points
representing latitude and longitude that these devices
generate to help create publicly licensed geodata. They are
also working on adapting existing open source software7 to
enable people to annotate these maps in a very flexible
way. The example above shows straight lines representing
GPS traces made wandering the streets of Limehouse, East
London, an area undergoing a huge urban regeneration
process in preparation for the proposed Olympic games in
2012. The labelled points are the locations and names of
approved planning permission applications made to the
London Borough of Tower Hamlets in the last five years,
automatically retrieved from the council's website and
plotted onto a scanned out-of-copyright historical map of
the area from 1916. This is just one potential use of the
London Free Map, a way of visualising physical and
historical changes to a space undergoing a huge social and
economic upheaval. The potential for further uses and the
development of new, as yet unimagined maps from this
project seems evident.

Seen in these terms, Bunting's Downhill Map of
Bristol and the London Free Map projects bring the
practices of cartography and art together as part of a larger
movement that begins to dispense with the deterministic
aspects of art, cartography and other practices that
generate or exchange intellectual property in this way. This
movement, that has been loosely referred to as 'Free
Culture',8 encompasses Open Source software, 'copyleft'
licensing structures and other practices that attempt to
enable access to and ownership of their ideas, data, and
methods by the people, or 'public' who use them. It is this
level of access to the map, through which each map reader
potentially has the ability to add to, reconfigure, or
completely restructure the map they are using that finally
crosses Dennis Wood's 'fine line between mapping and
map-making'. The subjective understanding of the mapped
terrain that each map-reader has, but is usually compelled
to abandon to the norms of scientistic cartography, or to
the whims of the artist/cartographer, potentially becomes
the starting point for a re-working of that map based on,
their experiences, needs and desires.
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