
The Imperial Map: Cartography and the
Mastery of Empire
Edited by James R Akerman
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, 2009 367 pp
ISBN 978 0 226 01076 2 £41.50/$60.00 hardback

This first-rate collection was originally presented as The
Kenneth Nebenzahl, Jr., Lectures in the History of
Cartography held at the Newberry Library in 2004. The
delay in publication is most unfortunate and all-too-typical
of these volumes, but the quality of the collection reflects
the high standards developed during this prestigious
lecture series. These standards owe much to the support of
the Newberry Library, the site of the lectures and one of
the leading map collections in the world.

It is therefore appropriate that James Akerman, the
Director of the Library’s Dunlap Smith Center for the
History of Cartography and a noted expert in the field, is
the editor of this volume. In this role, he plays the key part,
so often missing in collections of this type, of providing an
introduction that both links the contributions and sets them
in an appropriate historiographical context. In this case,
the key context is that of Brian Harley’s work. While far
from unproblematic, if not deeply flawed, as I attempted to
show both in Maps and Politics (1997) and Geopolitics
(2009), this approach was instructive in encouraging
scholars to look at maps in a more profound fashion, not
least by searching them for political themes. This
challenge is taken forward in the six other contributions to
this volume, contributions that reflect the quality of
current work in the field and that also have a broad and
welcome frame of reference.

In the opening chapter, Matthew Edney probes the
distinction between state and imperial mapping. He takes
his customary lively position, namely that “all maps
empower their users and readers to discipline the world
and to construct territory”, one that I have contested, but
he advances his case clearly and draws on an impressive
range of references. The last sentence, however,
exemplifies an assertiveness I find misleading: “‘Empire’
is a cartographic construction; modern cartography is the
construction of modern imperialism”. Sounds good, at
least in the Harley fashion, but, once you stop to unpick
the claim, it is clear that it is, at best, only partially correct.
The difficulties of tracing connections require more
discussion.

In turn, Valerie Kivelson considers ‘Imperial maps
and Christian spaces in seventeenth and early-eighteenth-
century Russian Siberia’, a piece that places her subject in

the context of British and Spanish activity in the New
World. This essay is of major significance, not least in the
argument that the enduring ethno-spatial divisions of the
Soviet Union echoed a much older Muscovite cartography
of empire. This argument contributes to the sense of spatial
assumptions as being both deep-seated and moulded by
more recent contingent circumstances; not that these are
incompatible criteria.

Laura Hostetler brings in the case of Qing China
(1636–1911). This essay considers Chinese and foreign
mapping techniques side by side, proposing that Qing
rulers sponsored a variety of imperial mapping
technologies to serve a range of goals, all of which related
to empire building. As it rested on conquest, the Qing
imperium required particular care in depiction. Hostetler
argues that the Manchus/Qing successfully employed
cutting-edge cartographic technology to map their
expanding empire and to transmit these claims abroad to
other world powers. Her work sits well alongside that of
Peter Perdue.

Neil Safier’s account of Iberian America, an account
that extends to Humboldt, represents a qualification of
Harley’s treatment of representation as appropriation. His
account is especially instructive for the recording of native
peoples in Brazil. Safier makes the more general point that
scholars should be alert for the presence of atavistic
remnants of earlier mapping techniques and vestiges of
peoples and places. His piece is a worthy complement to
the literature on mapping in North America.

D. Graham Burnett locates American Pacific
cartography in the wider context of American commercial
expansion, arguing that hydrography was an imperial
mission, as well as being a scientific enterprise
significantly constituted – in its practices, norms and
rituals – by naval discipline. His chapter can be profitably
considered alongside Michael Reidy’s recent Trades of
History. Ocean History and Her Majesty’s Navy (Chicago,
2007). 

Lastly, Michael Heffernan discusses British and
French newspaper maps depicting empire from the mid-
1870s to the mid-1920s. He shows that, by the 1890s,
maps began to appear more regularly in newspaper
exploration stories. War, both the Boer War (1899–1902)
and, more clearly, the First World War, drove forward
imperial mapping (the same is true for the USA of the
Spanish-American War of 1898), as did plans for new
communications, such as railways and canals. Yet, as he
notes, empire alone was not the issue. For example, the
quantity of cartography in British and French newspapers
increased in the early 1910s, initially in response to the
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Balkan Wars. The dramatic increase in map use during the
First World War also has to be set against the background
of a general rise in newspaper sales during the war.

An important piece for both newspaper and
cartographic historians, Heffernan’s essay is a most
satisfying conclusion to an excellent volume. The latter is
supported by the plentiful reproduction of appropriate
maps and is published to a high standard.

Jeremy Black

Jeremy Black has recently published Geopolitics (2009),
which is reviewed elsewhere in this section.

City and Cosmos: The Medieval World in
Urban Form
Keith D Lilley
London: Reaction Books, 2009 
256 pp 65 illustrations, 18 in colour
ISBN 978 1 8 189 441 0 £25.00 hardback

Reference to detailed mapping of a number of medieval
cities has enabled Keith Lilley, in this book, to challenge
traditional functional views of the city and to suggest that
equally important to its inhabitants was its cosmological
symbolism.

He establishes through reference to classical texts
and medieval commentaries that medieval thinkers were
familiar with the idea of the city as part of a hierarchy, a
microcosm of the universe and a macrocosm of man. The
purpose of the book is to look at how this idea is reflected
in the imagining, building and living in towns and cities in
medieval Europe. These three areas form the three main
sections of the book in which Lilley is trying to understand
the city as a cultural as well as a material construct.

Part one (City-Cosmos Imagined) deals with how
medieval thinkers imagined the holy city of Jerusalem and
how this image was imposed on earthly cities. The
mappaemundi are not after all medieval maps but rather
symbolic representations of the Christian world, fusing
classical cosmology and Christian doctrine. A chapter on
urban forms ingeniously shows how curvilinear and
rectilinear layouts and square and circular forms were used
to convey a symbolic form rooted in sacred geometry as
seen in illustrations and descriptions of the heavenly city.
Even if many of the towns were based on Roman
predecessors, Lilley later argues that the Romans
themselves were influenced by such considerations.

Part two (City-Cosmos Built) looks at the social
processes involved in founding a town and compares this
with God founding the world, the connection between God
and ruler justifying the latter’s power. The analogy is then

reinforced by the use of geometrical knowledge and
techniques in forming urban landscapes. As seen in
contemporary illustrations, founders of the towns used
geometry just as God had used geometry to create the
world. Parallels between instruments used by medieval
surveyors and those referred to in Scripture underline the
symbolic link.

The third section (City-Cosmos Lived) deals with the
organization of life in the city which is seen as symbolic of
the Body of Christ. Officials increasingly saw themselves
as divinely ordained with the mayor heading the body.
Urban laws mirrored the perceived functional ordering of
the cosmos and thus hierarchies were justified. Lilley finds
that laws were used to separate the hierarchies
geographically, marginalizing the least important on the
outskirts, although this argument has to take account of the
re-centring of towns like Hereford. Marginalization may
have happened initially to control the sullen indigenous
population after invasion, but Lilley claims that later the
lawmakers were influenced by what they believed
occurred in the holy city. Place name evidence seems to
support the marginalization theory in Bristol where street
names like Gropelane and Fockyngrove showed where
prostitutes were compelled to live. Ceremonial
processions and miracle plays projected a sense of urban
identity and community, and reference to studies of Easter
processional routes shows that they defined the centre and
edge of the city and created linear axes which divided but
spatially unified the body of the city.

Reference throughout the book to coloured full page
reproductions of medieval maps and manuscripts certainly
clarifies the sometimes complex text, and the use of
diagrams and black and white reproductions in the text
itself is essential for making the arguments concerning
urban forms. These arguments are well supported by
reference to classical and medieval texts.

Due to the interdisciplinary nature of this book, its
arguments making use of scientific, artistic, religious and
dramatic material, it is likely to be of use to students of all
these areas, as well as to historians and cartographers,
offering as it does a new perspective on medieval
urbanism. Since medieval man was able to encompass the
ideas of Judaism, Islam and Christianity through the use of
art, theology, science and the political and philosophical
ideas of the classical world, Lilley hopes that this might
encourage more tolerance in today’s divided one. What
better argument could there be for the wider use of
interdisciplinary study? The idea of the City of God is part
of a shared cultural inheritance which Lilley has begun to
piece together and which offers opportunities for further
comparative interdisciplinary research.

Joyce Brook
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Map Addict: A Tale of Obsession, Fudge
and the Ordnance Survey
Mike Parker
London: Collins, 2009 330 pp
ISBN 978-0-00-730084-6 £12.99 hardback

Mike Parker’s Map Addict reminds me of the writings of
Nigel Slater – you learn about the person through his
subject, which for Slater is food and for Parker is maps.
We read about the schoolboy saving his pocket money to
buy Landrangers (and pinching them when he couldn’t
wait); the collection and obsession both growing through
his teenage years; sometimes poignant references to family
life in the Midlands; and his arrival in and journey through
adult life. There’s a little of Adrian Mole somewhere in
there, too.

In a witty and entertaining way he tells us of his
passion for the cartographic world and chapter by chapter
takes us through a range of map adventures, educating and
entertaining at the same time. There’s something for
everyone – from Ordnance Survey to ‘Carto Erotica’ with
much in between. He’s not keen on all aspects of
cartographic digitization – see the chapter entitled
‘Pratnav’ – and admits towards the end of the book that his
addiction has “skewed his view of the countryside”, and
that his fear of going off-piste by not sticking to a public
footpath has spoiled more than a few walks. 

Map Addict is a good read, with serious messages
and real issues addressed behind the humorous, and just
occasionally slightly too flippant, style of presentation. For
a few years Mike was a stand-up comedian, and I would
certainly pay to see him doing a set based around this
publication. The book may lead a few others along the
(waymarked) route towards map addiction, but I can think
of much worse habits to have. 

Evelyn Dodds

The Natures of Maps: Cartographic
Constructions of the Natural World
Denis Wood and John Fels
Chicago and London: The University of Chicago
Press, 2009 231 pp ISBN 978 0 226 90604 1 US
$49.00/£25.50 clothbound

Seventeen years since the publication of the
groundbreaking The Power of Maps (1992, Guilford
Press), Denis Wood and John Fels have combined forces
once more to author yet another vital contribution to
critical cartographic discourse. The sheer materiality of the
book itself is testament to the breadth and intensity of the
project and moreover, illustrates the authors’ sustained
devotion to all things mapping. Containing countless
maps, illustrations and diagrams (well in excess of 170!),
the book is, to borrow directly from Wood and Fels, “a
whopping piece of cartographic eye candy”. Beyond the
candy however is a substantial continuation of where The

Power of Maps left off. Having already demonstrated that
maps, as inscription devices, have power and ‘do work’ in
the world, the question now asked is where does this
power emanate from? Taking the slippery concept of
nature as their focus and deploying their trademark rich
semiotic reading of maps, Wood and Fels piece together a
social constructivist narrative of how maps generate their
own legitimacy and gain social assent through
propositional logic. That is to say maps are not mere
representations of external realities, but are performative
in the way that they speak to the reader and influence
behaviour; a series of propositions, a declaration, ‘this is
there’ – so there! For this to be detected, the authors argue
that we should pay more attention to the minutiae of
cartography, to attend to what Wood and Fels posit as the
paramap; that which tells us how to read the map. The
paramap is subdivided into the perimap and the epimap
whereby the former concerns the seemingly banal
elements of maps (e.g. charts, legends, credits) and where
the latter pertains to the peripheral materials and events
which surround the maps production (e.g. accompanying
articles and behind the scenes meetings of cartographers).  

For readers not already lost in the algebraic quagmire
of propositional logic, Wood and Fels take a lead from
cognitive linguistics in developing cognitive
cartographics. Difficult to précis, cognitive cartographics
suggests that mental spaces are cultivated and opened in
the process of map reading – that meaning is constructed
through time, on the go. It’s at this point that you may wish
to heed the authors’ introductory advice to tromp through
the text rather than sit befuddled. In the following
substantive chapters, Wood and Fels make eight
contentions about nature, from nature as threatened to
nature as mysterious, demonstrating convincingly that
maps are implicated in the production of these (sometimes
contradictory) natures. Despite the colourful vitality and
persuasive prose within, I have three broad concerns about
the text.

Firstly is the authors’ severely limited rendering of
nature as an a priori realm of the non-human, of the
pristine, of the ‘other’. This is a particular gripe of
academic geographers who over the last two decades have
illustrated the complex hybrid interactions between
humans and non-humans, overcoming what Bruno Latour
identified as the ‘modern constitution’, a state of affairs
which curiously sets apart nature from culture. It is a
shame that whilst Wood and Fels elicit the way in which
maps can be generative of different natures, they did not
pursue this line of enquiry to expose maps as both shop-
stewards of the modern constitution but also potential
visualizations of how human/non-human/thing may be
inherently entangled. Given their predilection for
analysing National Geographic maps, it was surprising not
to find a more critical reading of how the society is
complicit in the generation of the ‘nature as wilderness’
myth. 

Secondly, in sticking to their guns, or rather paper-
based maps, Wood and Fels have eschewed a



consideration for virtual, digital and more participatory
modes of mapping which have proliferated in the last
decade. This is not simply criticizing the text for being
anachronistic for not printing the words Google Earth, but
is a genuine concern for how these digital maps literally
perform and how they differ in their propositional logics
from paper-based maps. Moreover, the majority of maps in
the text are relatively orthodox projections of the
developed world, particularly of the USA and Australia.
This is not to be pedantic, but in a book of this breadth
there has to be consideration not just of different
territories, but of different conceptions of mapping,
beyond the narrow focus of cartography as a Euclidean
science: what of the indigenous dreamtime mapping in the
Northern Territory of Australia or the activist
greenmapping in the coffee cultivating zones of Colombia
– conflicting natures and cartographies which must be
addressed.

Thirdly, and finally, Wood and Fels don’t appear to
have apprehended the theoretical shifts in cartography that
have occurred in the last ten years. The authors claim that
cognitive cartographics, following cognitive linguistics, is
non-representational, but this will cause confusion for
social scientists, and in particular geographers, who have
developed genuinely non-representational theories
following the post-structuralism of Gilles Deleuze and
Felix Guattari. In brief, non-representational approaches
move away from a primary concern for cognition, instead
focusing attention on how the body, movement and
sensation are generative of different spaces. Wood and
Fels’ diagrammatic schema of base-maps and mental
spaces just seems overly-mechanistic and only serves to
over-code what is trying to be deconstructed. Sometimes
maps should be left to speak for themselves. John Pickles
in his foreword to the text speaks of experiencing
viscerally the power of maps, but sadly the authors pay
scant attention to the bodily participation in, and sensation
of mapping which brings me back to the second concern of
not including digital maps. As Google Earth and sat-nav
systems become increasingly pervasive in the
cartographies of everyday lives, it would be more helpful
to speak of corporeal mappings rather than cognitive
cartographics.

Notwithstanding these concerns, The Natures of
Maps is a visually stunning book which majestically re-
enchants the map for scholars and enthusiasts alike. For
those who find themselves being led-astray by their
malfunctioning sat-nav devices, this is a must-read. 

Joe Gerlach

Rethinking Maps: New Frontiers in
Cartographic Theory
Edited by Martin Dodge, Rob Kitchen and
Chris Perkins
London and New York: Routledge, 2009 272 pp 
ISBN 978 0 415 46152 8 £85.00 hardback

Rethinking Maps is a timely and much needed collection
of essays encouraging readers to do exactly that: rethink
maps. In tandem with the proliferation of digital
cartographic technologies and vernacular mapping
practices since the late eighties, there have been, and still
are, lively conversations and discourses concerned with
the crafting and performance of maps under the umbrella
term ‘critical cartography’. The location and nature of
these conversations are themselves disperse, so Rethinking
Maps is a useful forum in which to bring together and
situate the variegated trends throughout critical
cartography. The editors, in the introductory chapter in
particular, do an excellent job in working through
systematically the numerous shifts in mapping theories,
but are careful not to present cartographic history as a
linear trajectory of progress or inevitable advancement.
Instead, the first chapter is attentive to both the ontological
and epistemological questions being posed of maps and
mappings, specifically problematizing the long-held
assumption that the very nature of the map is one of secure
and straightforward representation. Instead, the authors
contend, questions should be asked not of how maps are,
but how maps become; that is to narrate how maps and the
spaces they engender continually unfold in the technical
and cultural practices of their creation and use. In doing so,
the editors suggest that such questions will provide novel
lines of research into contemporary mapping practices.

The essays that follow are an engaging, eclectic mix
of conceptual discussions, analyses of ‘applied’
cartographies, ethnographic case studies and a comic-book
style intervention. To open the conceptually driven
discussions, Jeremy Crampton traces how maps and
mappings can be implicated in the way spatial
distributions such as race have been framed by seemingly
innocuous cartographic devices including choropleth maps
and clines. Invoking no less than Plato, Heidegger and
Foucault, the chapter is a heady start, but worth
persevering with as Crampton aligns classical renderings
of space with more recent workings on emergent and
processual spaces. Following arguments by cultural
geographers, and recognizing how maps perform, Leila
Harris and Helen Hazen’s chapter on maps and
conservation territories posits the vital contention that non-
(or more-than-) human experiences should be considered
in the cartographic process if conservation areas are to be
effective. In a change of direction, Tom Conley discusses
the ‘cartographic impulses’ of cinema, informed by Gilles
Deleuze’s own writings on film, and inspired by Alfred
Hitchcock’s 39 Steps. The chapter is an interesting foray
into a filmic cartography, but readers not familiar with
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Deleuze may need convincing about ‘deterritorializing
viewers’. Jim Craine and Stuart Aitken also have Deleuze
in their sights when working through their chapter on the
affective and emotional lives of maps, though they take
aim at ‘neo-Deleuzian’ geographers who they argue have
failed to recognize the body’s capacity to transform digital
signs and practices into affective experiences. Amy
Propen’s chapter also calls for an apprehension of
embodied knowledges when discussing visualization
technologies and a recognition of their potential for
cultivating sustainable environmental practices. 

Assessing the more ‘practical’ changes in mapping,
Georg Gartner’s chapter delivers a précis of the
development of Web 2.0, “an architecture of participation
that goes way beyond following hyperlinks”, and its
facilitation of a plethora of mapping applications which
continue to pervade everyday life. Michael Goodchild
follows with a history illustrating the ancient precedents of
mapping through its development to modern Geographical
Information Systems (GIS), but warning that total
representation of geographic information “remains
distant”. 

Focusing on a theme continually referred to in the
book, the ‘everyday’, Dominica Williamson’s and Emmet
Connolly’s chapter provides an ethnographic moment in
animating the performances of theirwork, a fledgling
participatory online mapping project with the aim of
heightening public environmental consciousness. Together
with Chris Perkins’ chapter on the playful qualities of
maps and mappings, which also serves to draw together
some of the themes elucidated in the book so far, it’s clear
that more experimental research is needed into
participatory and everyday cartographies. 

John Krygier and Denis Wood use a comic book
intervention to set out their contention that maps do their
work through a propositional logic, namely the
cartographic proposition that, “this is there”. The comic is
good fun, and used by the authors to take a swipe at some
of the post-structuralist theories and their attendant long
words that have suffused critical cartographies. That said,
the comic animation belies the appended five pages of
notes which, full of semiotic discussion and long words,
seem to undermine the wit of the chapter.

The editors conclude the book with a manifesto for
rethinking and practising maps over the coming decade.
It’s a comprehensive list of ‘modes’, ‘methods’ and
‘moments’ which might be deployed when researching the
lives of maps, mappings and mappers. Perhaps the most
salient call of the manifesto is aimed at geographers who,
despite their disciplinary attachment to maps, seem to shy
away from using maps and mappings in their own work,
concerned that geo-visualizations don’t carry the same
kudos or critical power as say, reams of theoretical prose.
This book might just encourage geographers to take joy in
maps once again.

In an otherwise excellent book, the chapters by
Gartner and Goodchild lack critical edge. Gartner appears

to patronize the wisdom, and hence validity, of crowd-
sourced data; a concern which is at odds with the book’s
call for a greater attentiveness to vernacular practices.
Goodchild’s history also, somewhat alarmingly, omits to
discuss the huge arguments over GIS-based modelling
which raged in the 1990s. Elsewhere, and on more than
one occasion, authors deploy the terms ‘democratization’,
‘sustainability’ and ‘participation’ without blinking. Not
only are these terms highly contested in themselves, but
also the purported causal link between, for example,
participatory mapping and sustainable environments is
tenuous and gives no indication of what form participation
might take in practice. Perhaps as the editors suggest, it
would be better to elucidate empirically how maps
become, not what they are meant to do before they’ve been
brought into being.

Moreover, the editors recognize the great deal of
research yet to be done into rethinking maps. As such, this
book offers a number of different, novel and exciting
registers through which maps and mapping practices can
be animated and experimented with. If the likes of Google
Earth continue to intersect and influence everyday spaces
and movements, then attending to maps on bodily,
affective and performative registers will become
increasingly pertinent. At the time of writing, the book is
still retailing at a prohibitively high price, but that aside,
Rethinking Maps is an essential text for advanced
undergraduates, postgraduates and academics, but also for
mappers, enthusiasts and researchers. Rethinking Maps is a
fundamental and provocative reminder that maps,
mappings, mappers and their performances are anything
but moribund. 

Joe Gerlach

Geomorphological Map of Cadair Idris,
Wales
Eva A.U. Sahlin and N. F. Glasser 
Accompanies paper in Journal of Maps, 2008,
pp.299–314 
Available separately for £5.00

This map, which is at a scale of 1:10 000, covers the area
of Cadair Idris (including the cirque basins of Cwm Cau
and Lyn y Gadair), Mynydd-y-Gadair to the north and Tal-
y-Llyn (lake) to the south. It is available in colour, is
single-sided and its unfolded physical dimensions are 104
x 94 cm. It was produced during a PhD project at
Aberystwyth University which sought to create a
geomorphology map of Wales and was funded in part by
the Countryside Council for Wales. Field mapping and
aerial photograph interpretation have been used in its
compilation and the map is impressive in its attention to
detail.

As a geomorphological map it seeks to interpret the
landforms of the area, although unlike many such maps it
also includes information on some man-made features in
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the landscape (notably roads and footpaths) which render
it far more usable in the field. The same can be said of the
inclusion of contours (which, believe it or not, are often
omitted on geomorphological maps), especially since the
contour interval is just 10 m. A one-kilometre resolution
grid is superimposed on the map as are lines of latitude and
longitude. The base map is constructed on the Transverse
Mercator Projection, Airy Spheroid, OSGB (1936) Datum.
Heights are above Ordnance Datum (Newlyn).

The surface materials are classified using colour as
bedrock outcrops, drift (glacial till), glaciofluvium and
alluvium, scree, landslip deposits or boulders
(superimposed on one of the previous cover types). In
addition to this, features of glacial and glaciofluvial
erosion and deposition have been mapped along with slope
features and periglacial features. It is not a geological map,
so although bedrock exposures are indicated the rock type
and age are not given. Similarly, faults in the underlying
bedrock are shown, but there is no information on the type
of fault, orientation or dip.

Clearly the majority of the surficial features mapped
are glacial in origin. Indeed, the most striking feature of
the mapping (other than the mountain slopes) are the
glacially formed cliffs. The moraines of Llyn y Gadair,
however, are probably the major advance in terms of our
understanding of the landscape. These are certainly more
extensive than I originally appreciated and their
recessional nature has not been previously noted. Beyond
the glacial features, the periglacially derived blockfields
are most impressive in their extent. As with most
geomorphological maps, some reference to a dictionary of
physical geography or a geomorphology text may be
necessary for those unacquainted with the terminology.

The map has much to praise and it is not surprising
that the Journal of Maps (Volume 2008, pp.299–314)
bestowed their ‘Best Map’ award on it in 2008. It should
be made clear, though, that this award is not just for the
best map, but also for the accompanying academic paper
and this is an indication of the high quality of the
interpretation within the work.

There are few criticisms that can be made.
Personally, I would have liked the term ‘pronival’ to have
been used, rather than ‘protalus’ for the ramparts under the
periglacial classification, since it is now generally
accepted that these features form through an accumulation
of debris below a perennial or quasi-perennial snowpack.
There are also some purple circular symbols on the map
(e.g. on the summit area of Mynydd Moel) which do not
appear in the legend. Since patterned ground (stone
stripes) are indicated with a thick purple dashed line, I
suspect that the purple circles indicate other types of
patterned ground, namely sorted circles.

In short, this is a great map for those interested in
glacial, periglacial or mountain geomorphology or for
those planning an excursion to the ‘Chair of Idris’ and
simply wanting to make the most of their visit.

Stephen D Gurney

Mannahatta: A Natural History of New
York City
Eric W Sanderson; illustrations by Markley
Boyer
New York: Abrams, 2009 352 pp, richly illustrated
ISBN 978 0 8109 9633 5  £19.99 (US$40.00)
hardback

Walt Whitman (1819–1892), born in Long Island,
composed a poem in 1900 which opened with the lines 

Manhattan’s streets I saunter’d, pondering 

On time, space, reality – on such as these, and abreast
with them, prudence.

By this time the familiar urban landscape of Manhattan
was developing rapidly at the expense of Mannahatta.
Today Manhattan is the hub of one of the most vibrant
cities in the world and is also one of the most densely
populated areas in the world. In 2008 the population of
Manhattan and adjacent islands i.e. the borough of
Manhattan was 1,634,795 in 22.96 square miles/59.47 km2

resulting in a density of 71,201 people per square mile or
27,489 per km2. Given its notoriety for tall buildings,
magnificent museums, grid-iron street plan, famous
theatres, and housing which varies from slums to some of
the most expensive real estate in the world, it is difficult to
envisage that it ever had any natural history or natural
landscapes, or indeed any green spaces except Central
Park and manicured roof gardens. In this respect and in
relation to Whitman’s poem, prudence is not a word which
applies to Manhattan. However, time, space and reality are
especially apt apropos Sanderson’s reconstruction of the
environment of Mannahatta, the Native American name
for this most strategic of islands, to provide a snapshot of
the habitats and ecosystems encountered by the first
European explorers and settlers. The book was published
to coincide with the 400 year anniversary of the arrival of
Henry Hudson (1565–1611) from Amsterdam in the ship
named the ‘Half Moon’ which sailed under the auspices of
the Dutch East India Company. Hudson, born in England,
left Amsterdam on 4th April 1609 in search of riches in
China but instead he encountered Mannahatta and not only
altered its history but also that of North America and of the
world.

Sanderson’s approach rests on serendipity! He
recognized the potential of a British Headquarters map of
Manhattan drawn in 1782 or 1783 as a baseline for his
reconstruction. Comparisons with modern maps plus
information from historical books, old maps, chronicles,
documents, scientific journals and related extant habitats
in New England contributed detail and the result is 352
pages arranged as 7 chapters, 3 appendices, notes,
bibliography and index. This is a lavishly illustrated and
fascinating account of a land long since lost to nature and
overwhelmingly colonized by human communities. Socio-
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economic and cultural interactions have replaced the
biogeochemical cycling of Mannahatta’s forests,
grasslands and wetlands but a common denominator
remains: carbon cycling. Mannahatta was most probably a
carbon sink via trees and wetlands but today’s Manhattan
is a major carbon producer due to its intensive use of fossil
fuels, especially for heating, air conditioning and
transport.

One chapter is devoted to the map which was
produced 170 years after Hudson’s arrival at the end of the
American Revolution. Of especial significance was its
depiction of Mannahatta’s natural landscape, notably its
shoreline, drainage systems and topography; indeed
Mannahatta means ‘Island of Many Hills’ in the language
of the native Lenape people. Moreover, its location at the
mouth of the Hudson River, which provided access to a
broad hinterland, bestowed advantages recognized by the
warring factions as they vied for control; this prompted
detailed and accurate mapping and created the baseline for
Sanderson’s reconstruction. A subsequent chapter fleshes
out Mannahatta’s anatomy, defining its geology and
emplacing hills and valleys which have since been
shrouded in concrete, tarmac and brick and reconstructing
its ponds, springs and rivers as well as the bathymetry of
surrounding waters. Schist is the predominant bedrock and
there is an overburden of glacial till and outwash gravel
attributable to the last ice age. On these deposits no fewer
than 17 different soil types developed, the predominant
type being Chatfield, a coarse well-drained loam. There is
also brief reference to climate in the past and the recent
warming trend.

Mannahatta was additionally shaped by Native
Americans to whom a further chapter is devoted. The
Lenape were farmers, hunters, gatherers and fisherfolk;
they produced maize, beans and squash and consumed
venison, birds, fish and shellfish as evidenced by midden
contents. Mannahatta provided a cornucopia of resources,
though the reconstruction of Lenape distribution, genres
de vie, social organization, etc., is of necessity more
speculative than the island’s topographic reconstruction.
Small communities dominated the flat areas, cleared land
of trees, used fire to manipulate nature, built canoes from
the trunks of the tulip tree (Liriodendron tulipifera),
practised multicropping as a means of soil nutrient
management, and held religious beliefs that reflected a
close relationship with Nature. By 1700 the Lenape had
been forced to abandon their Mannahatta.

Chapters 5 and 6 detail the reconstruction of the
island’s ecosystems, their functions and interactions.
Today’s Manhattan takes pride in its human diversity, a
legacy of its role as the gateway to North America for
millions of immigrants. The natural world of Mannahatta
was even more diverse: Sanderson has categorized its
biodiversity into no fewer than 55 ecosystems under the
broad divisions of marine, estuarine, lake and pond,
wetland and terrestrial communities. The latter is the
largest group with 16 categories which include coastal,
grassland, and forest ecosystems plus successional and

Lenape sites. Overall, estuarine and forest ecosystems
dominated the island; the fact that oak-tulip tree, oak-
hickory and oak-pine forests dominated the landscape
challenges the reader so familiar with the glass, metal and
concrete skyline. Sanderson points out that “Mannahatta
was destined for wealth from the very beginning”. Its pre-
European wealth rested on its rich biodiversity which
arose because of its many microhabitats and a location
where the land meets the sea and freshwater mixes with
salt water as well as the land management of the Lenape;
its recent and current wealth is social, cultural and
economic and a product of human labour. The variegation
of biodiversity has been replaced by the heterogeneity of
humankind and its endeavours.

Species lists of likely Mannahattans include 627
plants, 85 fish, 32 reptiles/amphibians, 233 birds and 24
mammals; this gives a total of 1001 species with another
1000 or so of probable/possible species. The relationships
between species and environmental characteristics are
described as Muir webs, so-named after the famous
naturalist John Muir (1838–1914), and have been
constructed using computer models. Employing GIS
techniques, species distribution maps and habitat maps
have been recreated at the neighbourhood level. Of course,
so little of Mannahatta remains that the accuracy of such
instruments cannot be tested. Are they as much science
fiction as Batman and Robin in Gotham City, films
referred to by Sanderson, or as artificial as the many films
set in New York? Certainly the images based on computer
simulations give a whole new meaning to ‘On the
Waterfront’!

The final chapter constitutes a look into the future
and what Manhattan might be like in another 400 years.
The provision of the basics of life i.e. food, water, shelter,
energy, transport and quality of life are examined; the
unsustainability of current lifestyles is highlighted as is the
necessity of improving ecological and economic practices.
Sanderson’s pseudo-idyllic canvas of local food
production, abundant renewable energy and beavers
basking in Central Park is implausible. Manhattan will
undoubtedly alter; today’s landscapes will be as
unrecognizable to its citizens as those of Mannahatta are to
the citizens of 2009. Whitman’s words are again
appropriate to capture the essence of time and place:

Did you guess anything lived only its moment?

The world does not so exist - no parts palpable or
impalpable so exist;

No consummation exists without being from some
long previous consummation - and that from some
other,

Without the farthest conceivable one coming a bit
nearer the beginning than any.

This book presents the culmination of a major research
project and is a paean to Manhattan. It captures and
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celebrates the vibrancy, variegation and vicissitudes of
Mannahatta/Manhattan ancient and modern, natural and
cultural, and the essence of people-environment
relationships past and present. Moreover it is a ‘good read’
with wide appeal; academic, cartographer, traveller, New
York addicts and urban devotees will find much of interest,
and well worth the £19.99 investment. It deserves to be a
best seller.

A M Mannion

Geopolitics
Jeremy Black
London: The Social Affairs Unit, 2009 236 pp
ISBN 978-1-904863-42-7 £10.00 paperback

In six brief chapters, Jeremy Black considers not just the
evolution of geopolitics since the term was coined at the
end of the nineteenth century, but reads earlier relations
between space and power (and accounts of them) as
‘Geopolitics before the term’ (chapters 2 and 3). This is
followed by an account of ‘The geopolitics of British
Power’ (chapter 4) before the book moves on to
‘Geopolitics and the Age of Imperialism’ (chapter 5), the
Cold War (chapter 6), the recent past (chapter 7) and future
(chapter 8). This is a great deal for 236 pages.

On the one hand the book is part of the genre of
world history read through geopolitical lenses (Paul
Kennedy, 1987, The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers has
been amongst the most influential of these, but more
recently has been joined by other prize-winners and best
sellers such as John Darwin’s, 2007, After Tamerlane). Yet
this is also a book of heroes and villains. The heroes are
those who calmly and clearly perform strategic thinking,
neither rushing into simple formulas nor hasty
conclusions. The villains are the proponents (at least most
of them) of ‘critical geopolitics’; a scholarly trend of the
last two decades which has (largely from British and North
American universities) revisited the history and nature of
geopolitics, informed by the writings of people such as
Edward Said, Michel Foucault and Jacques Derrida. 

Black joins other accounts of the trajectory of
geopolitics cited in his bibliography (such as Geoffrey
Parker). I am not sure that it adds anything new, other than
the spirited (and sometimes rather strident) attack on
critical geopolitics. What then to make of that critique? It
is rather strange that mixed in with this account of the
evolution of geopolitical thought are a series of arguments
about the language terms and partisan character of critical
geopolitics. I was disappointed that the author could not
bring himself to make a more generous engagement with
the latter strand of work. For surely it has opened up
thinking about geopolitics, the range of texts and artefacts
considered (such as popular geopolitics in media for
example) and includes a good deal of careful excavation
of geopolitical traditions in diverse contexts (from South
America to Turkey – traditions that Black hardly touches
on). According to Black, almost everything that is critical

geopolitics (and some things ascribed to critical
geopolitics here, such as the writings of Neil Smith belong
really to another tradition) is ‘opaque’, ‘modish’, and has a
‘political slant’. But is really there any engagement with
geopolitics without some political slant?

Much geopolitics is visual: a way of seeing and
representing the world and rendering places strategic,
frequently through maps (see, for example, Boria, 2008). I
am a fan of the author’s earlier Maps and Politics (1997),
a book that has been widely read and acclaimed for its
clarity and insight. And so I was rather sad that his account
of a tradition (geopolitics) that has maps at its heart
contains not a single map in the text. There is just one. On
the book’s cover, Kennedy stands alongside a map of
Indochina showing ‘Communist Rebel Area 22 March
1961’. Now that map could have been a point of departure
for an account of the relations between history, mapping
and geopolitics. Jeremy Black would seem well qualified
to write such an account and much more. What a missed
opportunity. 
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