
 Map 1.01

He had bought a large map representing the sea,
Without the least vestige of land:
And the crew were much pleased when they found it to be
A map they could all understand.

—Lewis Carroll, “Fit the Second—The Bellman’s Speech,” The Hunting of the Snark (1874)
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1.01 / The Problem of the Atlas

The atlas presents a sequence of map projections in an order that must respect the con-
tiguity of adjacent mapped spaces without becoming a model of the space it maps. The 
atlas of the earth, for example, cannot be a globe; it must remain a book. Any map is, 
of necessity, one page among many. The issue seems at first to be one of use. A globe 
can decorate a library, but it cannot be a part of the collection of books; it cannot be 
abridged or reduced; it cannot show maps of the same spaces thematized to reveal lay-
ers of facts that exist at the same time. It cannot include “non-map” materials alongside 
maps, such as an index, a table of contents, supplementary materials, or essays. To pay 
for these advantages, the atlas must begin at what may seem to be an arbitrary point, 
and inevitably this point and the sequence that follows creates an order that does not 
exist on the globe. The first map and the last map must confess, at the end, that they 
were adjacent in the first place. This confession might be postponed by showing the first 
map along with its neighboring region, but at some point a “back door” has to be set, 
where the atlas heads off in one direction, leaving the other areas behind.

Does this problem of a gap between globe’s direct representation of the reality of curva-
ture and the atlas’s representational strategies offer insight into the problem of tempo-
rality itself, where the “line” of sequenced experiences allows a number of advantages, 
and where some “globe” of reality, though suppressed, is always present as a kind of 
ghost? At the scale of the whole, this is the curvature of time that, like that of the globe, 
reminds us that any beginning or end is arbitrary; that a choice will necessitate a “re-
turn” that reveals some adjacency that, thought to be arbitrary at the time, now signals 
the completion of the project. This return of the end to the beginning finds lost material. 
It may seem that this is a one-time event associated with the opening and closing of the 
whole, but it is actually evident at a micro-scale, as the factor of curvature, the pull of 
some force invisible and irrational to the mentality of the individual map. The map can 
never rid itself of the idea of the atlas, and the atlas can never rid itself of the idea of 
time, which it has outlawed in the process of defining itself as a tiled array.

J. J. Callahan, “The Curvature of Space in a Finite Universe,” Scientific American. Callahan shows how the histori-
cal positions of Leibnitz and Newton, the former arguing for the infinity, or at least boundlessness, of the universe, 
the latter countering that an infinite universe would gravitationally collapse on itself and therefore the universe 
must be finite, created the conditions that had been anticipated by Pascal in his definition of God as “an infinite 
sphere, whose circumference is nowhere and center everywhere” and Einstein’s comparable thesis in his notion of 
a closed, curved space. Callahan demonstrates that this cosmic issue is not abstract, but precipitates at the level 
of the individual map and its relation to other maps and, eventually, to the problem of the atlas, which is in effect 
the problem of space’s continuity and curvature: “In being finite the world must have a limiting boundary, such 
as Aristotle’s outermost sphere. That is impossible, because a boundary can only separate one part of space from 
another. This objection was put forward by the Greeks, [and] reappeared in the scientific skepticism of the early 
Renaissance …. If one accepts the objection, one must conclude that the universe is infinite.” (90)

Jorge Luis Borges, “On Exactitude in Science.” Borges’ fictional explorer, Suárez Miranda, has been taken for 
real, demonstrating another kind of ghost lurking in the machine, in this case the machine of empirical social 
science. The blind spot that allows such inadvertent scandals amounts to an “unconscious” that shows how the 
unconscious works in other situations, namely as curvature. Roger M. Downs and David Stea, eds., Image and 
Environment: Cognitive Mapping and Spatial Behavior. Contrast the employment of the idea of the mental map 
by cognitivists and philosophers, as in the case of Fredric Jameson’s idea (1983) of a political unconscious (Nelson 
and Grossbe, eds. Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture).

The troubling outcome of the map’s obligations to the atlas and vice versa is that there is a reversal in the func-
tion of representation. This is evident in the use of the map as a metaphor for thought or conceptualization. The 
usual interpretation of the idea of the “mental map” is that some schema analogous to the map is constructed 
“in the heads of” subjects who, in turn refer to such maps in their experience, memory, and intended uses of 
the environment. It is the subject who uses the construct, and the map which is the best analogy of that kind 
of construct. However, the map’s resistance to representation, vis à vis its obligations to the form of the atlas, 
reverse the roles of the subject and object. The representation becomes the “desiring subject,” the thing with a 
consciousness, by virtue of its internal structure. It is the “map that thinks the subject” rather than the “subject 
that thinks the map.” 
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