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The starting point for Professor Cartwright’s exploration of 
art in maps is his thesis that “certain cartographic products 
may, when viewed, inspire viewers and uplift their 
emotions.” (Cartwright 2019, p. 3). The basic criterion for 
art would therefore be a psychological one. In the text that 
follows, various criteria and definitions are discussed which 
in the end, as I read them, are mainly socio-psychological. 
A map can be seen as art if a sufficiently large group of 
people thinks it is, whether this is the result of an innate 
feeling for art (Warehouse theory – Cartwright 2019, p.91) 
or ideas about art they have absorbed in the course of time. 
Though not explicitly stated, the text devoted to design 
makes it clear that a high level of skills in creating the art 
object is essential as well.    

Professor Cartwright concludes by apologising 
for a lack of expertise for such explorations (Cartwright 
2019, p. 12), while at the same time suggesting that he 
will continue. As the contributions of ‘amateurs’ have 
been essential for progress in many fields of intellectual 
endeavour, I take the liberty of contributing my own 
pennyworth. If the subject of maps and art is studied from 
a sufficient number of angles, we may, through a kind of 
triangulation, determine exactly how they are related. I 
will limit myself to topographic maps and similar efforts 
at detailed description of the earth’s surface.

Geographic labourer versus solitary 
genius
The art definitions quoted by Professor Cartwright 
mainly represent the perspective of outsiders: critics and 
consumers (museum visitors, collectors). He quotes just 
one definition, by Van Meter Ames, which focuses on 
the producers: “… what any man makes, which deserves 
attention, can qualify as art.” (Cartwright 2019, p. 4). Let’s 
explore the producer’s perspective. 

Of the various definitions of geography from my 
university days the only one I remember is that geography 

is what geographers do. Similarly, art could be what 
artists do. In Austria, you can be an akademischer Maler, 
an officially recognised artist with a diploma from an art 
academy. Less formally, Marcel Duchamp’s Fountain 
elevated a urinal to the status of art by means of his 
signature. He undercut his own act by stating that “I was 
drawing people’s attention to the fact that art is a mirage.”2 
I have seen many fair plans signed by surveyors – but 
while these ‘geographic Labourers’ (Wordsworth, quoted 
in Owen and Pilbeam 1992, p. 16) worked with a sheet of 
paper on a plane table like landscape artists, they did not, to 
my knowledge, consider themselves to be artists, although 
they must have derived great aesthetic satisfaction from a 
well-executed map.3

The difference is of course in the degree of freedom 
in the act of creation, not in the skills required (those of 
map makers are of a very high standard, whether they work 
with plane tables or computers). The artist has a vision and 
tries to turn it into a work of art. In the case of map making, 
the vision is imposed by a ‘patron’: the ministry of defence, 
the land registry. The mapmaker is not allowed to make 
a mirage. In addition, map making requires teamwork: 
the map maker is not the solitary genius of the Romantic 
imagination. However, if you accept that there can be 
such a thing as collective art, whether made by medieval 
cathedral builders or by peasants in a Maoist commune, 
then the map maker – surveyor, engraver, digital wizard – 
can be an artist. 

The art in map making, then, for me is in exploring 
creative possibilities within a narrowly defined framework. 
Professor Cartwright rightly refers to industrial design and 
architecture, though the degree of freedom in map making 
will usually be even more limited and has in fact become 
progressively smaller as cartography developed. But 
masters only reveal themselves in limitation – that is the 
meaning of the Goethe quote. So…

The artful exploitation of limitations by map makers 
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can make some maps a more enriching experience than 
others. Compare, for example, the Third Edition (coloured) 
of the 1-inch maps with the First Series of the OS 1:50000 
map, or the Dutch 1:25000 topographic maps of around 
1910 with those of the first decade of this century4. The 
less appealing products are probably mainly the result 
of interference by the ‘patrons’. There are also striking 
differences among countries, hinting at different aesthetic 
sensibilities.

Fiction, non-fiction
“Fiction, nonfiction—the two are bleeding into each 
other all the time.” (Geoff Dyer, interview with Matthew 
Specktor)5

In my introduction to map and compass courses for 
the outdoor club of the UN agencies in Vienna I define 
the topographic map as a landscape in shorthand. Does 
that mean that I consider maps to be a form of literature? 
We read maps, as we do books; and maps contain many 
words, fragments of stories. Maps can be fiction or non-
fiction or both at the same time (see, for example, Hesp 
2018). The fictional element in maps depicting our world 
has decreased over time, as demands made on maps and 
advances in cartographic techniques increased their factual 
content. But like history books, even the best topographic 
maps are selective in what they describe, and critical 
cartographers have pointed out that this does not always 
happen with the best intentions. Ryan (2018) makes it very 
clear that maps are about power.

Literary theory - literature and art, fiction and non-
fiction - is a dangerous minefield, and I don’t feel the 
need to quote expert opinion on the inspiring and uplifting 
quality of books. Therefore, I will limit myself to some 
private illustrations in support of professor Cartwright’s 
thesis, in which I make a small change: can certain maps, 
when read, inspire readers and uplift their emotions? 

On missions for the UN, in addition to a novel, I 
used to bring along a couple of topographic maps for the 
scarce free hours. OS sheet 33, Loch Alsh, Glen Shiel & 
surrounding area and the 1:100000 Jotunheimen National 
Park map of the Norwegian topographic service were 
often just as good at lifting me above the daily grind of 
factory visits and ministry meetings as a Dickens novel. 
The Highlands’ Rough Bounds are every bit as complex as 
Bleak House, OS sheet 33 gets that across beautifully. And 
while I can spend hours scanning a map or the pages of a 
book, I cannot do so with a picture.  Maps and books leave 
more to the imagination.

I know of two more ways in which map reading 
can stimulate the imagination, for which I use the term 
‘resonance’. When reading OS sheet 36, Grantown and 
Cairngorms, a ‘skull cinema’ (I am pre-headcam) will start 
playing films of some of the most beautiful high-level walks 
I have ever made. That same map also brings fragments of 
Nan Shepherd’s The Living Mountain to the surface: “… I 
began to discover the mountain in itself. Everything became 
good to me, its contours, its colours, its waters and rock, 
flowers and birds.” (Shepherd 2011, p. 108) 

Figure 1: Map of the Lechtaler Alps, 1:25000 (fragment), L. Aegterer/Imperial and Royal Land Registry, 1911. 
Author’s collection   
“In der Beschränkung zeigt sich erst der Meister” (Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Das Sonnett)
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The map maker/artist disappears into  
his task
“Like the surveyor, the painter… disappears into his task” 
(Alpert 1989, 168, on Vermeer’s Art of Painting).

Professor Cartwright tests his thesis by showing 
mainly British maps of the last two centuries to a mainly 
British audience of map lovers. According to the definitions 
he quotes, art is to a large extent a matter of social 
acceptance, which means that SoC members probably 
constitute an avant-garde within British culture. Let’s 
widen the perspective: what did other cultures and other 
times think about maps and art? A couple of examples 
from my limited knowledge:

• Alpert (1989) has extensively analysed ‘the mapping 
impulse in Dutch art’ of the Golden Age. More than 
one painter of that time had trained as a surveyor (and 
of course triangulation and perspective drawing are 
both based on mathematics). Maps of various types 

were of great importance to a seafaring nation with 
an agricultural system dominated by enclosures and 
borderlands that were arenas for military confrontations. 
But they also adorned living rooms, and existing maps 
are conspicuous elements in a number of Vermeer 
paintings, such as the Art of Painting, the Geographer 
and the Astronomer. 

• In ancient China, maps also straddled art and objective 
representation. The early 12th century Yu Ji Tu map6, 
engraved in stone at scale 1:4.5 million, is proof of 
ancient China’s superior techniques (and resources) 
for map making. Once you’ve seen it, you understand 
that the maps in local topographies (examples in 
Ronan 1981, ch. 4) are not just pretty pictures but 
resemble Braun and Hogenberg’s 16th century bird’s 
eye views of European cities: aesthetically modified 
realistic depictions. Li Gonglin, a 12th century artist, 
incorporated a fine piece of geological mapping, an 
anticlinal arch (Figure 3), in his Mountain Villa scroll. 
And the 10th century painter Dong Yuan was praised 

Figure 2
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for his “… portraying [of] the actual hills of Kiangnan” 
(Loehr 1980, p. 111), Southwest China.  Ronan (1980, 
ch. 5) and Loehr (1981) contain many other examples 
of a ‘mapping impulse’ in artists, demonstrated by their 
close observation of terrain and geological formations.

We may conclude that the map/art dichotomy is a matter of 
perception, the product of particular era and social system.

Figure 4: Smellmap Le Marais, 2018 (fragment). Kate McLean (British, b. 1965). Commissioned by MAIF Social 
Club. Courtesy of Kate McLean.

Figure 3: Mountain Villa scroll, Li Gonglin (fragment). Wikimedia Commons
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Maps as art in the age of digital  
(re)production 
“Just as water, gas, and electricity are brought into our 
houses from far off to satisfy our needs in response to 
a minimal effort, so we shall be supplied with visual or 
auditory images, which will appear and disappear at a 
simple movement of the hand.” (Paul Valéry, quoted in 
Benjamin 1936, 2005)

In an influential essay (Benjamin 1936, 2005), Walter 
Benjamin has analysed the loss of the unique properties of 
art works, of their ‘aura’7, as a result of modern mechanical 
reproduction methods. What once was the object of intense 
attention by small groups of initiates or connoisseurs is 
now something for “the distracted mass”. This loss of 
social significance has resulted in a “sharper… distinction 
between criticism and enjoyment by the public“ (Benjamin 
1936, 2005, XII). Several definitions of art quoted by 
professor Cartwright would therefore seem to be a product 
of the Industrial Age.

If we follow Benjamin with regard to map making, 
fair plans and worksheets are candidates for the label art 
because of their ‘authenticity’ (a touchstone for Benjamin). 
Printed maps are not. And online maps, because of their 
omnipresence, least of all. As indicated above, I would 
argue that the dichotomy is the product of a certain age 
and society. It can be overcome. Rather than defining art 
by referring to museum pieces or consensus on the subject 
among groups of experts, we should ask ourselves: how 
can maps inspire and uplift viewers in the age of digital 
reproduction? Because of the low user threshold of digital 
techniques, the citizen can become a creative map maker. 
He or she can even provide much-needed counterpoints to 
official maps (see e.g. Ryan 2018), and a high degree of 
aesthetic execution can enhance their impact. New themes 
are being explored as well, for example sensory mapping8. 
Digital maps can obviously make original contributions to 
the visual arts - but I do believe that the masters will only 
reveal themselves in limitation.
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Notes
1. I can confirm the validity of Warehouse theory (“a 

work of art is known when seen”) for myself: as a 
toddler, I was enormously impressed by the reproduc-
tions of the Flemish Masters in the art section of the 
illustrated weekly my parents subscribed to. A few 
years later, I was similarly impressed when my father 
explained what you could see on a topographic map.

2. Otto Hahn, ‘Entretien Marcel Duchamp’, Paris-Ex-
press, 23 July 1964, p.22., quoted in https://www.tate.
org.uk/art/artworks/duchamp-fountain-t07573)

3. Note the striking similarity between Figure 1 and Piet 
Mondriaan’s contemporaneous ‘Blossoming Apple 
Tree’.

4. Explore https://www.topotijdreis.nl/
5. https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/6282/

geoff-dyer-the-art-of-nonfiction-no-6-geoff-dyer
6. https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Yuji_tu_-_

enhanced_contrast.png
7. This unique ‘aura’ explains the art markets: original 

works of art are scarce goods. Second-hand topo-
graphic maps, never mind their inspirational value, 
are thrown away or dirt cheap – I paid € 10 for the 
linen-mounted, Landranger-sized Lechtaler Alps map.

8. https://sensorymaps.com/about/




