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

Underspecified, Ambiguous or
Formal

Problems in Creating Maps
Based on Texts
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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal
and map-based expressions of geographical information.

Why did they not use maps?

“But never, in tens of thousands of pages
of documentation, in countless acts

providing addresses and boundaries, in
immense rent registers that collectively

list the locations of thousands of pieces of
property, will you ever find an image even
remotely like a map.” (Smail, 1999, p. 1)

Problem
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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal
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Research method

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.

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

• 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

Modelling source: Schnitler
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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal
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The actual process

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

Freedom of expression?

Example

interview

aggregation

map

Removal of differences
because he wanted to

Removal of differences
because the media
forced him to
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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal
and map-based expressions of geographical information.

Under-specification

• What does “east” mean?
– Not 90°

• What does “mile” mean?
‒  Village mile, new mile, ...

• What is the shape of a lake?
– The text says:

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

Typology

1. Under-specified texts

2. Fully specified textual descriptions

3. Ambiguous figures and negation

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

1. Under-specified texts

Based on such a text, more than one
map can be drawn, and at least two of
these maps are significantly different.

One mile long...
Direction NW-SE...
2 rifleshots wide...

One mile to the
east is another...

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

How under-specification works

  
  

  

    

  A

B1

B2

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

2. Fully specified textual
descriptions

For everything the
text describes, there
is only one map that
can be drawn. If the
text mentions
something, it is fully
specified
geometrically.

<gml:Curve gml:id="c22222"
 srsName="EPSG:4326">

  <gml:segments>
    <gml:LineStringSegment>
      <gml:posList>
        10.1 60.02 10.5 60.02
        10.5 60.16 10.1 60.16
      </gml:posList>
    </gml:LineStringSegment>
  </gml:segments>
</gml:Curve>

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

3. Ambiguous figures and
negation

• ambiguity
• negation
• impossible figures?

“[...] in North of there, there
are no peasant farm.”
“There are no More Finns
Close to the Borders [...]”

Typology

A B

length(A,B)≠length(B,A)



7

May 31, 2011 The Research Council of Norway
King's College London

13

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

Overcoming type 1

As map

vs.

On map

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

Overcoming type 2

• No need to
• Why no natural

language texts of this
type?

Writing the message
into the landscape

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

Overcoming type 3

• Several or dynamic maps
• Typed negation
• Text on the map

Impossible figures:
eaten by pragmatics?

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

Understanding maps

How well do we
understand
maps?

What is a border
really?

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

Understanding maps

How well do we
understand
maps?

What is a border
really?

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

Mapping is visualisation

Visualisation removes information.

Visualisation adds information.

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

Do you believe in
visualisations?

• How to lie with maps (Monmonier 1991)
• How to lie with statistics (Huff 1954)
• How to lie with charts (Jones 1995)
• The myth of paradigm-shift, or, How to lie with

methodology (Scharnberg 1984)

How to lie with texts?

Discussion
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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal
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Reading document sets

How was Schnitler read in the Danish
 court in 1745?

A hybrid system

This help us overcome the limitations of
each medium

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

To be continued

• Must show how different maps can be
made

• The typology is helpful, but must be
further developed

• Other texts
• Connection to neuroscience – grid cells

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

Back to the method

• Why DH, not just H?
• That is: why

modelling, not just
close reading?

• Think stupid!

Method
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The area told as a story. An inquiry into the relationship between verbal
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Thank you!

oyvind.eide@kcl.ac.uk

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


