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Maps from Prehistory and Pre-technological Societies

MAPS IN PRE-TECHNOLOGICAL SOCIETIES
Maps from previous student assignments . . . as a segue to


Consider two maps:

· one made of sticks and shells
· another made of stones and bark on some sort of fabric backing

Both could have been made for the first assignment . . . BUT they were not


•
the first is a rebelib made by peoples of Marshall Islands





navigational maps for outrigger canoes





home island at center; sticks show routes; shells are islands





small rebelibs carried in canoes; large ones used for training


•
the second is an Inuit (Eskimo) map





although shows real landscape, purpose is decorative





decorative maps — also carved in tusk or bone — are exceptions





because Inuit highly nomadic, maps were cognitive





— much easier to pack and transport







(similarly, no written language until recently in their history)





extensive study of cognitive maps reveals interesting points





(see, for example, Hugh Brody's Maps and Dreams)

Accordingly, consider mapping traditions from three pre-technological cultures


Inuit maps:


used for travel (note no concept of individual ownership)



religious places not on maps —no evidence that maps had religious significance



focused on physical features

probably to facilitate memory — which was the sole medium for these



maps — obsession with toponyms, i.e. place names




every place had a name




names, as well as directional references, of local significance





e.g., landward, seaward, up coast, down coast, rigirk (a prevailing wind)





having different direction in different areas



mapmaking and maps belonged equally to all



white ethnographers asked Inuit to draw maps with 2 notable results




1)
relatively small scale, due to nomadic existence




2)
variable scale, explainable by:







fusion of space and time (e.g., ask a city kid where they are from)







frequency of use







seasonality and mode of travel

American Indian maps:


No word for map until the 19th century; maps made for whites

But a pictographic tradition that predated white contact



and presumably a mapping tradition as well



although few extant maps, record of many spontaneous maps e.g.,




Iroquois laid little sticks on the ground to show CartIer the Lachine Rapids)




birch bark map

Maps were cognitive and were preserved and passed along in stories

Australian Aboriginal maps:

Several moosehide maps preserved American Indian “dreamings”

Aborigines record “maps” of their dreamings in paintings (2 sand paintings)
But like Inuit and American Indians, functional maps were cognitive

Inuit used toponyms as memory devices; American Indians used legends; and 
  Australian aborigines used songlines   (Bruce Chatwin’s book, The Songlines)

Even though western European cultures have formal maps,


mental maps – cognitive maps – shape our decisions

In many pre-technological cultures, space and spatial relationships preserved 
  exclusively in mental maps

But another reason to look at these maps as well – insight into prehistory?

The Inuit and Australian aborigines use quite different way-finding methodologies, and in consequence, their mental maps may be fundamentally different


Owing to the lack of permanent and reliable landmarks, Inuit use a form of dead 
        reckoning (a corruption of deduced reckoning)


In contrast, Aborigines use fixed references / landmarks

MAPS FROM PREHISTORY?
Much of what we know of history of life is based on fossils . . .

AND old maps are much like fossils



few are preserved



in many cases, only pieces are preserved from which the whole



organism (map) must be inferred



are the few that remain representative of the time

Moreover, the oldest extant map is less than 5,000 years old

Assume humans from much earlier time made maps of some sort . . .


Spatial cognition among first acts of human consciousness

Graphic symbols emerged in the Paleolithic, 40,000 years ago, before written language or systems of numbers


Earliest people made maps made to:

· Communicate

· Diminish fear of the unknown

· Maps of the cosmos lessened fear of death

BUT what where they like — drawn in dirt or only in minds?



(cartoon of prehistory)
Analysis by analogy to maps from pre-technological societies

(like rebelib from Marshall Islands and Inuit maps)


•
large scale


•
practical with subject governed by need


•
corollary, materials reflect the culture of the mapmaker


•
not likely to stand rigors of heavy use and time

Note similarities to many of your maps

THE EARLIEST MAPS
Oldest known map:  Mesopotamia, circa 2800 B.C.
Oldest known European map:  Capo di Ponte, circa 1500 B.C.


carved in rock with bronze tools


note fields, stone walls, irrigation canals


(traces of which still can be found in the area)


a cadastral map, typical of many early maps

Oldest known world map:  Babylon, circa 500 B.C.

3-by-5 inch clay tablet, oriented northwest


depicts cosmos or known world surrounded by water


Tigris and Euphrates drain to the Persian Gulf, Babylon to the north


triangles (originally 7) are inaccessible islands in heavenly ocean


circularity — typical of Babylonian maps — from religious significance

Earliest known maps similar to maps from pre-technological societies


large-scale, practical, and utilitarian

CONCLUDING REMARKS
In exploring maps, will use something of a chronological approach


will fast forward often to look at related ideas in modern context

Common historical models:


•
old is beautiful


•
nationalistic


•
evolutionary

All are limited and limiting . . . and give partial and biased picture of

cartographic history and human history


consider revolution rather than evolution

