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

Tales of Distant Mountains

How Eighteenth Century Common
People Described their

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

Overview

• Background
• Investigating the text

– Stylistic variation
– Geographic modelling

• Results
• Conclusions
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Scandinavia around 1750
• From overlapping tax

areas to borders
between states

• Borders based on
traditional knowledge
among common people

• Schnitler’s text:
Information gathering
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Peter Schnitler
• Travelled most of the

border to interview people
• Represented the

government
• What did he see and

hear?
• What was he seen as by

the witnesses?

interviews

aggregations

maps
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The witnesses

• Some 100 individuals
• Largest groups:

– Norwegian farmers
– Sami reindeer herders
– Sami farmers

• Just answering or their own agendas?
• The communication with Schnitler
• Interpretation
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The text creation events
• A source also to Sami history
• In court under oath: an extraordinary

situation
• Text based on speech (not transcripts)
• Situation created by Schnitler:

– Gatekeeper
– Truthful

• Who controls the text?
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Stylistic variation

• Question: did variations in the way
people expressed themselves survive
into the text?

• Method from authorship attribution
• Compared three groups:

– Norwegian farmers
– Sami reindeer herders
– Sami farmers
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Examples of results

374 (1,67%)184 (1,24%)590 (1,93%)1158miil/miile
107 (0,48%)43 (0,27%)43 (0,14%)193bøsseskud

22 37215 64030 645166 841# words

sjøsamereindriftssamebonde# words
Frequency analysis:

Neighbour analysis:
Two names in different languages with “or” between:
• Norwegian farmers: 0
• Sami reindeer herders: 6 (3 different)
• Sami farmers: 5 (4 different)
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Stylistic differences?

• Rifle shot or mile: Why?
• Place names and the language situation
• The witness meets the scribe:

Negotiations or the sole power of the
hand holding the pen?

• Stylistic or thematic differences?
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Modelling: Why

Why did they not use maps?
• Notaricus Publicus in medieval

Marseille
• The Sami reindeer herders

Why is this invisible to me (us?) today?
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Modelling: How
• Like close reading, but notes taken in a

formal system: a model
• The model includes geographical

information I read from the text
• The model will contain contradictory facts
• Level of calculation on top
• Process, iterative
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Example of preliminary results

“Amberfield
or

Baanesfield”
—

the “or” is
gone.
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Freedom of expression?

interview

aggregation

map

Removal of differences
because he wanted to

Removal of differences
because the media
forced him to
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The frame
• The syntax of spatiality
• Inside or outside the frame
• Example: Nothingness

“Nothing here”
vs.

“We don’t know”

How to express
“no farm” on a
map?
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Preliminary modelling results
• The expression “or” is a troublemaker.

Under-specification?
• Negation?
• Truth is easier than doubt on maps
• Escaping the frame

Why are we always told that maps
are full of lies, but seldom told

that texts are full of them?
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After Schnitler’s text

• Border treaty of 1751
• Peace (more or less)
• “Lappecodicillen”
• Documents used today
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Between knowledge systems

• Writing to map • Writing to print
• Print to digital

What is lost?

• Mind to speech
• Speech to writing
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Stylistic analysis vs. modelling
• Stylistic analysis gave some results, but

they were hard to interpret
– Problem of hand shift; material not suited?

• Modelling seems to give more
– Manually pre-processing the material better

than just counting?

...but modelling is a lot more expensive!
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Modelling and visualisation:
Beware!

• A model is always a simplification. Who
controls what is removed?

• A model is always based on a reading.
Whose reading?
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Thank you

...and please be in touch!

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

oyvind.eide@kcl.ac.uk


