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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal 
and map-based expressions of geographical information.
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The problem: text to map
You can run 
through the 

forests; they will 
be wild and 

blooming, you will 
turn right, or left, or 
straight up and fly. 
You will never go 

through before you 
want to.

How can 
things be 
said?

What can 
be said?
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Object of study: Schnitler

• Scandinavia, 1740’s
• From overlapping tax areas 

to borders between states
• Information gathering
• Common people seen as a 

source to information based 
on their knowledge, not on 
their status

interview

aggregation

map
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The model and formalisation
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«Fall-off»
What is lost in the process

• Context
• Vagueness
• Under-specification
• Negation
• Disjunction
• ...

Making an inventory

As map 
not 

onto map
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Text complexity

“[...] in North of there, 
there are no peasant 
farm.”

“There are no More 
Finns Close to the 
Borders [...]”

A B

length(A,B)≠length(B,A)
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Too little: choices
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Typology of textual expressions

1.Fully specified textual descriptions

2.Underspecification

3.Ambiguity

4.Negation

5.Impossible figures
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Time, space and syntax
“B is north east of A”
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Elleström: Media modalities

• material modality
• sensorial modality
• spatiotemporal modality
• semiotic modality

Using his 
system to 

classify maps, 
written texts 
and oral text

Bottom up approach
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Material modality

• Written text: demarcated materiality
• Oral text: less clearly demarcated 

materiality
• Map: demarcated materiality
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Sensorial modality

• Written text: seeing 
• Oral text: hearing
• Map: seeing
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Spatiotemporal modality

• Space
– manifested in the material interface
– cognitive space (always present)
– virtual space

• Time
– manifested in the material interface
– perceptual time (always present)
– virtual time
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Spatiotemporal modality

• Written text: Space manifested in 
the material interface, but... still 
virtual space 

• Oral text: Time manifested in the 
material interface

• Map: Space manifested in the 
material interface
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Semiotic modality
• Written text: 

– convention (symbolic signs)
• Oral text: 

– convention (symbolic signs)
• Map: 

– convention (symbolic signs)
– resemblance (iconic signs)
– contiguity (indexical signs)

30 September 2012 The Research Council of Norway 
King's College London

16

The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal 
and map-based expressions of geographical information.

“Every medium has the capacity of 
mediating only certain aspects of the 
total reality” (Elleström)

Hybridity
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Thank you!

http://folk.uio.no/oeide/dg/


