
ADIEU CARTOGRAPHIE? 

Gary Brannon 

Once regarded as an expert, a scientist, an artisan, and a mathematician, the cartographer has, in recent 
years, seen his profession diminish both in numbers and in relevance - this short article asks the 
provocative question: are cartographers really needed anymore? 

The Fortune-tellers of Antiquity 
There was a time, back in the misty days of antiquity, when 
being a cartographer really meant something special. 
Sometimes the terms cosmographer and cartographer were 
used interchangeably or even together, which suggested an 
almost divine grasp of the universe, a particular wisdom that 
others did not have. A cartographer was a magician, a 
mystic, a man of great power, a seer, who could take up an 
inked quill and with it was able to conjure up the shapes of 
distant lands, surmise the position of unknown continents, 
and even predict, with a degree of certainty, and one sus
pects sheer faith, that a sea-going vessel could follow an 
imaginary line and arrive safely at its intended landfall. It 
is interesting, and entirely appropriate, to note that the 
French word for fortune-telling is cartomanciene, for the 
immediate fortunes of a good many souls rested squarely 
on the shoulders of le cartographe to acurately foretell what 
lay ahead for those venturing forth to the edges of the world. 
He used the sun and the stars for his calculations and relied 
on the science of mathematics and geometry to shape his 
world. 

The Studious Labours of Ingenious Men 
The cartographer, from antiquity until relatively recent 
times, was revered by monarchs who dreamed of the wealth 
of empires; by generals and warlords who thought of future 
battles to be planned, of territories to be gained, and of glory 
to be won; and by explorers who dreamed of new lands to 
be discovered and new names (often their own) to be added 
to the chart. The famous 17th century German cartogra
pher, Herman Moll, said of the cartographic profession: 
"The art of making maps and sea-charts, is an invention of 
such vast use to mankind, that perhaps there is nothing for 
which the world is more indebted to studious labours of 
ingenious men. "In the days of Herman Moll, the cartogra
pher was an expert, a scientist, an artisan, and a 
mathematician - his relevance was never in question. 

A Fading Cachet 
But whither the cartographer now? Gone are the days when 
a new map could generate great public excitement or when 
the report and appended maps of a distinguished expedition 
sanctioned by a Royal Society would be anxiously awaited 
by crowds gathering in the streets for news of new discov
eries. Today, it is difficult to imagine maps having that sort 
of impact. Perhaps a spreading Ebola outbreak in a major 
western city might cause a sudden interest in urban mapping 
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vis a vis the relative location of one's own neighbourhood 
to the source of the outbreak, but I suspect that people would 
be rather more intent on running for the hills than spending 
much time looking at maps. 

Only once can I remember (and this at the beginning of 
my cartographic career) a cartographer returning from a 
great voyage, being met by a flotilla of small craft, greeted 
by cheering crowds, knighted by his Queen. The man, of 
course, was Sir Francis Chichester, though the fact that he 
was a cartographer was virtually overlooked by the media 
at the time. Perhaps only another cartographer could feel 
the pride of association. But even this pride was somewhat 
tainted, for the man was glorified more for his courage -
though thoroughly deserved, given the frailty of both craft 
and sailor - than for the amazing feat of navigation that it 
was, or for the discovery of any new lands. What a shame 
Chichester could not have stumple<il .\.IP,Qil spme half-sub
merged, hitherto undiscovered outcrop of coral somewhere . 
in the South Seas and raised the flag for his Sovereign and 
placed a new dot and a new name upon his map, as did 
Columbus and Cook and others before him. Now that really 
would have put cartography back on the map, if you'll 
forgive the terrible pun. 

Perhaps after thirty enjoyable years in the cartographic 
profession (a profession I recently vacated for the equally 
uncertain world of book publishing), I am just getting too 
cynical- convinced as I am that even if the ice-caps were to 
melt overnight (a not unlikely event, one might add), the 
new topography of Terra Firma would be quickly scanned 
by a battery of orbiting satellites in infra-red, ultra-violet, 
by radar and by microwaves, and digitally-generated maps 
of the radically changed coastlines would be freely available 
on the Internet within hours of the catastrophe, complete 
with an updated computation of diminished land mass and 
predicted loss of life to the nearest percentile. No need to 
wake the cartographers. Let them sleep on. 

For sure, there is still a limited cachet left in the desig
nation of cartographer - you see it in the raised eyebrow of 
an airport immigration official scanning travel documents, 
in the puzzled frown of a bank manager, who realizes that 
he should know what the word means, but is embarrassed 
that he doesn't; and it still impresses fellow-passengers on 
long-distance coach trips who immediately elevate you to 
the position of honorary navigator, despite the fact that you 
have neither a map nor a clue where you are. But all in all, 
being a cartographer has become just another job. Nobody 
assumes these days that a cartographer marches off into the 
field with a theodolite over one shoulder and a plane table 
slung over the other. Even a four-year-old-child today 
knows that maps come from the CD in the computer soft
ware box and that all you have to do is press a button on a 



mouse to make them appear in glorious shades of pink and 
puce. The challenge of tracing the coastline of Scandinavia, 
where a cough or a nervous tick was likely to create a whole 
new fjord, was an initiation task I was given in my "appren
ticeship". Such a task now is childs' play- the computer 
doesn't make such human mistakes. But don't confuse 
nostalgia for a Luddite mentality; I fully embraced the 
computer many years ago and a return to any other technol
ogy would be unthinkable. 

kiosk while you wait. Simple mapping programs will make 
every computer owner an instant map-maker, if they have 
not already done so. And one of the oldest time-honoured 
professions known to man will have vanished as completely 
as the copperplate engraver, or the cold type compositor, or 
the quill maker! 

Is it time to say adieu cartographie? 

Peut-etre ... ! 
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