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PREFACE

AERIAL VIEWS

A question I’m often asked (and have even asked myself in the past) is why much of my work as an illustrator gravitates toward the creation of illustrated maps. While my career has not dealt exclusively with map illustration, my most comfortable approach to solving communication problems for clients is with aerial views: maps that speak to the audience in some way, maps that explain or direct, and maps that entertain or transport the viewer to an imagined vantage point. Over the years, I’ve come to realize that my attraction to illustrated map art is most likely an inherited or instinctual trait. I’ll tell you a story from my childhood that shows how this interest in aerial art has been with me from a very young age.

The eldest of five boys, I was raised in Simsbury, Connecticut, a small rural town northwest of Hartford. Our two-story farmhouse sat alone on a rise at the northern end of Bushy Hill Road, framed by open fields on each side and abutted by dense woodlands to its rear. One summer afternoon when I was about twelve years old, my father returned home from work with the bed of his pickup truck filled with ten-foot-long by one-foot-diameter logs, and for the next several days he added to his stockpile of uncut timbers.

During the evenings and on weekends, on a slope of land just at the edge of the woods behind our house, Dad began constructing a small cabin-like structure with the logs. We learned that the log cabin was to be a playhouse for us boys, and when finished it stood seven feet high by eight feet wide by ten feet long with a solid, flat roof we could access from a nearby tree. It had two windows and a doorway, and the interior walls were sheathed with large sheets of white cork paneling that made the playhouse weather tight. It was a work of art, even through the eyes of a young boy.

One evening, a few days after the cabin had been completed, Dad came home with a small cardboard box tucked under his arm. Before going into the house, he called for me to follow him out to the cabin, and once in the cabin he opened the box to reveal numerous heavy-duty colored markers. “These are for you, Johnny,” he said. Then, pointing to one of the long, blank, windowless walls, he added, “I want you to draw a mural for me on that wall. Fill that wall with anything your heart desires.”

Baffled as much as startled, I asked, “Draw on the wall? The whole wall? Anything?” “Anything,” he affirmed. “You decide what you’d like to draw. That’s your wall now, Johnny. Go for it.” At that, he left the cabin … and I stood there alone with a box of markers, my gaze transfixed on the vast, blank, eight-foot canvas before me. It was the first time my father had ever acknowledged my interest in art, and I could feel the significance of the responsibility handed to me, as whatever I drew on that wall would become a permanent fixture to the cabin. The creative challenge was daunting, but it was a challenge I was willing to take. The big question in my mind was, “What should I draw?”

Days passed and I had made no decision on my topic. The usual ideas for a boy came to mind such as superheroes or cowboys or war scenes, but I felt a sense of seriousness connected to my choice of subject matter for this project. More days went by. Occasionally I would find myself in the cabin staring at the blank wall while my little brothers fought and played around me. I sketched ideas on scraps of paper, tested concepts with the markers on leftover pieces of the white cork paneling, and dug through magazines for anything mural-worthy. It seemed as if every waking moment was spent contemplating ideas, discarding them, and wracking my brain for additional possibilities.

A few weeks passed and I was still no closer to a vision for the wall than I’d been the first day. Dad never pressured me during this period. I believe he could see my anguish and allowed my process to run its course without interference. Honestly, I do not recall consciously finding my solution, but I do remember one morning going out to the log cabin quite early and spontaneously starting to draw on the wall. I have no idea what inspired me, but I proceeded to illustrate a large, aerial vista of our home and property. The house was rendered in exacting detail and accurate perspective. I depicted the grounds and woodlands, as well as the winding driveway, the road and our mailbox complete with name and street number. My mother’s vegetable garden, the clothesline, my father’s pickup truck and Mom’s Chevy were drawn to scale. I carefully drew the streetlight pole with its electrical wiring, the two sections of split-rail fence at our home’s entrance, and our tire swing—and, of course, a perfect representation of our new log cabin playhouse. When it was completed, I felt I’d captured the setting and environment quite convincingly, but more importantly, I was overwhelmed with a sense of exhilaration during and after the map’s creation.

Even at that early age I was dabbling with perspective drawing, but without an educated awareness of its principles. I’m certain if the mural still existed today I would find technical errors that my novice eye was oblivious to. However, what has stuck with me over the years was my choice of subject matter. It was a seemingly spontaneous decision that would end up having a direct connection to my artistic specialty later on in life as a professional illustrator.

In hindsight, I can now appreciate the brilliance of my father’s plan to have me draw on the walls of the cabin. In all likelihood, it was his way of getting me to stop drawing on the walls in the house! Yet, that original experience continued to attract me to the world of illustrated maps over the years. Decades later with the writing of this book, I was faced with a new challenge, a different type of vast, blank canvas, but this time I had a clear idea of how I would compose the space.

The Art of Illustrated Maps is designed in four key sections, each intended to address specific questions and fulfill explicit functions as I chart the past, present and future of illustrated map art. The first part explains the origins of illustrated maps throughout its two-thousand-year history: the who, when and where with regard to its past. Part II deciphers why our brains are so easily able to translate conceptual map illustrations. Part III is the how-to section, complete with demonstrations of the creative process in the production of actual illustrated map assignments. And the final part of this book is a showcase of what is transpiring in today’s world of illustrated maps: a gallery of numerous contemporary map artists who share my personal fondness for this unique art form and who are playing a major role in molding the future of creative mapping.

This book’s goals, then, are to inform and enlighten present-day map illustrators of this industry’s dynamic past and its relationship to their own careers, as well as to guide non-artists toward a better understanding of and a renewed appreciation for cognitive cartography. The Art of Illustrated Maps is my aerial view of the vast landscape of an exciting and entertaining specialization in the world of the arts!

—John Roman


INTRODUCTION

ILLUSTRATED MAPS: THE CREATIVE NONFICTION OF CARTOGRAPHY

Lee Gutkind, editor and founder of the Creative Nonfiction literary journal states, “In some ways, creative nonfiction is like jazz—it’s a rich mix of flavors, ideas, and techniques.” He explains that creative does not imply taking liberties with the truth in this genre of writing; rather it refers to works that present factual incidents in a unique, original or imaginative way.

Continuing with this line of thought, we can conclude that straightforward nonfiction writing must then in some ways be like classical music: exacting in its execution, leaving little or no room for personal expression or improvisation. And we can take these correlations further to include other styles of writing: fiction is like rock, historical novels like folk, romance novels like country, and so on.

Similar parallels are found when applying Gutkind’s music analogy to various types of art. I will leave those possibilities to your own imagination, but I wish to draw attention to one example. As an artist with a specialty in illustrated maps, I immediately saw a link between the field of cartography and classical music. Cartographic maps are similar to symphonies, a collective arrangement of information presented by diverse talents in a precise manner.

Yet, within the field of cartography there also exists a type of creative mapmaking: illustrated maps. Unlike technical cartography, however, the structure of illustrated maps, like jazz and creative nonfiction, grants the artist permission to improvise with facts without setting limits on the styles or techniques employed to relate a visual story—a true story. Artistic license is allowed and encouraged in this unique branch of mapmaking, and the freestyle aspect of illustrated maps make such works aptly comparable to Gutkind’s description of the literary form he helped popularize.


For the ancients, maps were the most valuable tool in comprehending and cenceptualizing the complexities of their planet and the universe.



MAPPING THE ORIGINS OF ILLUSTRATED MAPS

The illustrated maps we see and enjoy in present-day advertising and publishing actually grew up side-by-side with technical cartography. In fact, illustrated maps gave cartography its start centuries before the arrival of traditional maps. For the ancients, maps were the most valuable tool in comprehending and conceptualizing the complexities of their planet and the universe. The first maps produced were far from the mathematically based maps of modern-day cartography. Those archaic maps simply provided a means for people to picture that which could not be seen. Today we would classify them as cognitive maps, renditions of the land and sky not as they existed in reality, but how they appeared to the human mind. The results were as honest as the people of that era could produce based on the extent of their knowledge.


[image: ]

Ancient Illustrated Map on Stone

There exist older antique maps carved into stone, but this image from south-central Iran, circa 2800–2500 BC, seems very much like an illustrated map. Carved into the slab is a landscape image picturing the setting and surrounding terrain of an exotic reed house with date palms. Historians believe the elaborate patterns in the foreground represent water (the sea perhaps), and the background markings most likely depict distant mountain ranges with dividing rivers between. (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Seth K. Sweester Fund.)



It is this conceptual aspect of the field that prompted cartographic historian Lloyd Brown to claim, “Mapmaking is perhaps the oldest variety of primitive art.” He credits ancient maps with the instinctive ability to convey information in a visual language, a language that transcends the spoken word. According to Brown, illustrated maps continue to be “art with a purpose,” an art form that communicates with pictures, bridging boundaries, cultures, education levels, even centuries of time.

Because antique maps were estimates and interpretations of the information conveyed, they were then and remain today in a class separate from official cartography. Historically speaking, antique maps are categorized as imaginative illustrations of their subjects; creative nonfiction as it might apply to the art of mapmaking. However, the early cartographic mapmakers of that era who attempted to delineate technical maps were aware of the importance of their work and approached their maps as seriously as contemporary surveyors do today. For this reason, these pioneers of mapmaking felt it necessary to separate their idea of “true” cartography from maps that relied on exaggeration or imagination. A clear division emerged between the different types of maps.

Claudius Ptolemy (AD 98–168), a Greek who lived and worked during the peak of the Roman Empire, is the foremost figure of cartographic history. In 150, he authored Geographia, his landmark work on the topic of mapmaking. Though all maps of that period contained an inevitable degree of exaggeration, in Geographia, Ptolemy provides evidence that at this time a dividing line was beginning to form between accurate maps and artistic maps. Ptolemy actually had a name for illustrated maps, a name that has been lost over time. In his treatise, Ptolemy sharply defined the two categories of mapmaking as cartographic (technical) and chorographic (conceptual).


Chorographic art deals with details, not with scale.



Cartography, Ptolemy concluded, is a factual representation of the known world: how it is situated, what its measures are, what its features are (cities, towns, rivers, mountains, etc.). It gives an accurate description of the earth’s surface, and he stresses there can be no divergence from this fundamental priority.

In comparison, Ptolemy wrote that those strict rules do not apply to works of chorography. He described chorography as a separate realm of the geographic arts. He emphasized that chorography does not require mathematics, but does require the skills and vision of an artist. Ptolemy said that no one could present a chorographic map correctly unless he/she is an artist. Its concern is to paint a true likeness, not to give exact positions and sizes. In other words, chorographic maps paint the land, a town or a city as the mind sees it, not as it exists in precise, mathematical terms. Consequently, chorographic art deals with details, not with scale. So though this term is little known today, over 1800 years ago Ptolemy assigned a formal name to that specialized field of art we presently refer to as “illustrated maps.”

ILLUSTRATED MAPS AND THE HUMAN MIND

While mathematical cartography gained a foothold as the relevant means to mapmaking, artists continued to work alongside their technical counterparts creating conceptual maps of the world, a fact still relevant in the twenty-first century. Throughout all the centuries of cartography’s scientific and technological advancements, artists were attracted to the interpretation of those same geographic locales in more innovative ways. The intention of the chorographic illustrator has always been to conceptualize a portion of the world in a personal, inventive manner with total disregard for the mathematical measures of reality.

Illustrated maps connect with viewers through a sense of wonder that emanates from the work. We can all relate to the way map artists play with reality and are able to capture the feeling or the experience of being at a specific place. They accomplish this by using mental abstractions of spatial environments, and cognitive mapping experts Roger M. Downs and David Stea tell us that this is exactly how the human brain stores, organizes and comprehends the world. Just like the brain, illustrated maps compress and distort reality to fit the mental image of a place. This is a key reason why chorography did not fade away as the mechanics of cartographic maps evolved into a branch of the sciences. Mapmakers knew there was a need for both approaches to map art, and each method has flourished.

It is true that illustrated maps have occasionally crossed the line into fictional territory, depicting worlds that exist only in the imaginations of artists, but it can be argued that these representations are expressions of internal realities existing within the psyche of the human mind. I am reminded of Herman Melville’s observation in Moby-Dick, “It is not down on any map; true places never are.”

	
Illustrated maps connect with viewers through a sense of wonder that emanates from the work.



THE CONTEMPORARY MAP ILLUSTRATORS

Roman nautical maps, medieval road maps, Renaissance world maps and the historic bird’s-eye-view maps of the nineteenth century touch on examples of chorographic mapping over the centuries. And in the twentieth century, Ernest Dudley Chase’s exquisite map visions, the popular Saul Steinberg-like world views, the imaginative fantasy maps of Al Lorenz, and Charles Fazzino’s entertaining city-scene masterpieces are classic examples of the conceptual explosion in current chorographic art. From the outset, this specialized market of illustration has had one foot loosely placed in science and the other foot firmly planted in fun. This mixture is instinctual to map illustrators and has been evident throughout the history of man’s attempt to map his world.

On the opposite end of that spectrum, not all illustrated maps stretch the truth beyond the boundaries of reality. Some chorographic map illustrators choose to apply subtle tactics when playing with scale. Using slight exaggeration, they emphasize specific aspects of a landscape, accentuating important visual information and eliminating or downplaying less important features. Views of this type can be close to scale, but are intentionally altered to aesthetically communicate information about a locale.

Cartography evolved as an art of reason, while chorography was born as an art of expression. Chorographic maps engage, inform, educate and promote. It’s an art form that speaks a universal language. Map historian John Noble Wilford defines maps as a means of communication “as basic and vital as the alphabet.” As today’s cartographers employ lasers, radar and satellites to achieve exacting accuracy in their maps, contemporary map illustrators follow the lead of their chorographic ancestors by probing deeper into their imaginations to meet the needs of map users.

“The idea of the perceptual or cognitive map is old,” states architectural historian, Marc Treib. “It is the … composition and graphic style(s) which are new. The [illustrated] map’s power derives more from its spatial composition than from its rendering style.” And, cartographic historian R.A. Skelton informs us that “…graphic design communicates geographical relationships more effectively than a written document.”

The wide variety of visual voices in the illustrated map field have contributed to the genre’s success over the centuries, and they continue to help it thrive in our hyper-digital age. Whether a chorographic scene depicts reality or fantasy, whether rendered technically or whimsically, illustrated maps entertain. We know the sites presented to us in chorographic art are manipulated, but we accept such imagery as holding to a truth all its own. In the end, it doesn’t matter if the truth expressed is in a style that’s representational, symbolic, caricaturized or humorous—ultimately illustrated maps are like music to our eyes.


[image: ]

Antique Illustrated Map, circa AD 1630

Antique map of Leo Belgicus created by Visscher C.J.–Gerritsz in AD 1630. Although the name “Belgica” is presently reserved for the Southern Netherlands (Belgium), before the division of the Low Countries into a southern and a northern half in the 16th century, the name referred to the entire Low Countries, and was the usual Latin translation of “the Netherlands.” The motif was inspired by the heraldic figure of the lion, occurring in the coats of arms of several of the Netherlands countries. (Courtesy Wikimedia Commons, Public Domain.)





PART I
A LOOK BACK: MAPPING THE ORIGINS OF ILLUSTRATED MAPS


“It is the duty of a true poet to take the fragmented world we find ourselves in, and make unity of it.”

—ROBERT A. JOHNSON




A SKETCHY PAST

Technical geographic land and sea maps have a very long history, spanning well over five thousand years, which makes it difficult to understand why absolutely no books at all existed on the subject of maps until Lloyd Brown’s The Story of Maps was published in 1949. Scholars and collectors of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had an interest in maps, but until Brown’s book appeared, only a handful of papers, studies and treatises made up the entire literary extent of mapmaking’s past. The limited body of reliable documentation on ancient mapmaking hindered map historians, and the sheer lack of physical examples of old maps made such a history unattainable.

Over the centuries, maps of any country or land were dangerous documents if they fell into the hands of potential enemies, so they were carefully guarded or intentionally destroyed. Most antique maps perished by decay, fire or at sea aboard ill-fated ships. Those drawn on surfaces that could be reused (animal skins for example) could be scraped off and recycled for other needs. Maps on metal inevitably rusted away, and those on wood deteriorated over time.

In addition, mapping the earth failed to become a high priority to governments in earlier centuries. A country’s need to attend to food, infrastructure and commerce, not to mention plagues and wars, left little time, energy or resources for the creation of maps. The few maps produced, and the little remaining of antique maps for study, were hidden away in private collections across the world.

The arrival of World War II in 1939 changed all that. The theater of war created an immediate demand for any information regarding the terrain of Europe, Africa and the Far East. Maps acquired and utilized by the military in the 1940s were useful for the most part, but their lack of uniformity, their geographical errors, and the fact that many of the maps were obsolete created a serious demand for the cartographic efficiency that we’ve become accustomed to today.


Over the centuries, maps of any country or land were dangerous documents if they fell into the hands of potential enemies.



In 1932, the English geographer Kenneth Mason is quoted as saying, “I doubt whether a hundredth part of the land surface of the globe has been surveyed in sufficient detail.” During and after the war, however, world governments turned their scholarly and scientific attention toward accurately mapping the world. As a result, we owe to this short period of history a little over half of a century incredible advances in mapping as well as a vast body of new historical research that has helped us to more fully understand cartography’s legacy.

Like geographic maps, the creation of illustrated maps also has a long history, spanning nearly two thousand years, and this subject matter also lacks significant published historical or analytic review. The Art of Illustrated Maps charts previously unexplored ground as it traces the birth and evolution of the highly specialized order of cartographic art known as illustrated maps. Mapmaking as a whole is an interwoven and complicated subject that stands totally apart from this book’s specific mission. Our path will follow a limited, finite route through time, a singular path that will enable us to unearth only those people and events pertinent to the forging of illustrated maps as the unique, creative branch of cartography that it is today.


SPLIT-BRAIN INFLUENCE ON MAPS

Maps speak to us with graphics and icons that have changed little throughout cartography’s history. A consistent symbolism existed in all antique maps, with only the topics of maps changing over time. According to historian R.A. Skelton, “During the last seven centuries the map reader has had to adapt himself to change far less than the book reader.” In addition, researchers comparing examples of primitive maps have concluded that from the outset, there were two distinctly different ways maps were created, and these two methods, like the surviving map symbols, have remained with us right up to our modern day.

Primitive mapping, without doubt, got its initial start presenting the world as idea. In time, some felt a need to express the world as object. Two alternate interpretations of the same reality emerged in those prehistoric times, and each mode of expression coexisted, creating disparate maps of the habitable world. Obviously, historians do not look back and credit either variety of antique map as being the correct method. Be that as it may, an interesting side note (which is comforting on some level), is to see that these very same polar opposite creative approaches are still alive and well today. These opposite approaches perform a tug-of-war in the contemporary art professions; they highlight the subtle frictions that exist between the abstract and representational arts. So it seems that there is more going on here than two contrary artistic styles. A logical explanation might be that each side of the human brain is at work—the left brain in some artists and the right brain in others—each making itself known. Each side of the brain expresses itself, each contributes to the pool of information, and each attempts to make unity of the world in which it lives. This reasoning can be applied to both eras, then and now.

Inspired by the Nobel Prize–winning split-brain experiments of Roger Sperry in 1981, art teacher and author Betty Edwards gave us a wealth of information on brain hemispheres and their roles in the creative process in her groundbreaking book Drawing on the Right Side of the Brain. Edwards claims that the left-brain oversees linear/technical examinations of its surroundings, and the right brain is involved in conceptual analysis.

Neurologists have not challenged Betty’s theory, but have disputed her sharp demarcation of brain hemisphere activities, stating these actions are more spread out and interwoven in terms of location within the brain. Edwards, in fact, acknowledged this quite early in her studies, and admitted to simply taking artistic license in transferring Perry’s scientific findings for the benefit of a nonscientific audience. Nevertheless, her division of the brain’s interpretive approaches to problem solving does exist, and regardless of how or where that division exists in the brain, it does in fact manifest itself in all aspects of life and is not limited to the arts.

The theory of brain hemispheres can provide us with a good model for analyzing the choices early mapmakers made with regard to their methods of mapping. The first individuals to create two-dimensional representations of their world produced kinetic replications of life, maps as ideas that were intended to move the viewer in some way. They depicted information in context to some aspect of unseen reality. They rendered their lands with respect to some belief or truth and with a disregard (or lack of awareness) of technical, measured accuracy. Marshall McLuhan, in Cynthia Freeland’s But Is It Art?, explains, “Primitive and pre-alphabetic people… live in a horizonless, boundless space rather than a visual space. Their graphic representation is like an x-ray. They put in everything they know, rather than only what they see.” He adds that their idea of art is multidimensional, a nonlinear way of thinking and expression. Such early maps, were any to survive, would be metaphors for a worldview, dealing with what should be, should not be, could be, ought to be. Like young children, the first map artists instinctively thought outside the box, as they were not even aware that a box existed.


[image: ]

Illustrated Map of the Cosmos on a Medallion

From Thrace (modern-day Bulgaria, Greece, and Turkey) around AD 225 comes this bronze medallion that features an illustrated map of the universe. The cosmos is depicted in the center with a celestial view of the sky grounded by figures on the earth at the bottom. The inner map is flanked by early zodiac symbols in the border. (Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. Theodora Wilbour Fund.)



The true science of cartography, on the other end of the scale, was slow in coming, evolving out of the now-obscure origins of prehistory. Celestial subjects were the first topics of depiction for primitive mapmakers. Babylonian and Greek studies of the stars during antiquity led to the development of the zodiac around 539 BC, but more importantly, to the amazing discovery in 523 BC that the earth was a sphere and not flat. This pioneering interest in the shape of the planet inspired further curiosity and eventually laid the groundwork for the more scientific cartographic work that was to come.


Celestial subjects were the first topics of depiction for primitive mapmakers.



Out of those early planetary studies, the inklings of presenting the world as object began to bloom. This new era of geographic mapmaking saw that no propositions in maps went beyond the physical. Their approach to mapmaking was static, to render and isolate the land as articulately as possible and to refrain from incorporating any unreal aspects of the mind. With this science-based restriction came the dawn of the true cartographic map, and the beginnings of the dividing line that would classify the differences between technical maps and illustrated maps.
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