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A Note on Maps and the Women Who Made Them
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There is a map in the British Library that most visitors walk past without pausing. It was published in 1564, hand-painted on vellum, and annotated in three languages. The cartographer's name is not on it. There never was one.

For centuries, cartographic history wrote itself around absences. The men who signed their names in careful copperplate on the lower margins of beautiful maps are remembered. The women who traced coastlines, inked coastlines, corrected drafts, conducted field measurements, and in many cases did the actual geographic thinking behind those signatures are not. They existed in the record only as footnotes, or as wives.

This book is my attempt to give some of those women their maps back.

What started as a personal obsession, rooted in my discovery of a single cache of letters in an archive in Edinburgh, became a five-year investigation across four continents, seventeen archives, and more than three thousand primary source documents. I have read field diaries written in pencil so faint that digital enhancement was required to read them. I have corresponded with cartographic historians in the Netherlands, Japan, and Peru. I have stood in the rooms where these women worked, sometimes literally, and tried to understand what they saw from those windows.

The result is not a survey. It is not comprehensive. A comprehensive account of women in the history of cartography would fill twenty volumes, and a dozen excellent scholars are already writing those volumes. What I have written is something closer to a pursuit, and what I have pursued is a question that I found I could not stop asking.

Why were women's contributions to cartography erased, and what has been lost because of that erasure?

The answer, it turns out, is not simple. It is not merely that men took credit for women's work, though that happened. It is not merely that women were excluded from professional institutions, though they were. It is something stranger and more troubling: that the very act of mapping, of deciding what to include and what to leave out, of imposing a grid on the world and calling it knowledge, was shaped by gendered assumptions so deep that most people who held a pen to vellum did not know they were making choices at all.

The women in this book knew. That is what made them heretics.

I have tried, throughout, to be honest about what I do not know. Reconstructing the inner lives of women who were systematically excluded from the historical record requires inference, and I have tried to mark my inferences as such. Where documents survive I have quoted them directly. Where they do not, I have said so. The photographs, measurements, and institutional records cited in this book are real. The conversations I reconstruct from those records are my best attempt at fidelity, not invention.

A word on geography. The women in this book worked in England, France, India, Japan, the Ottoman Empire, colonial West Africa, and the United States. I am aware that I am an outsider to most of these places and to most of these histories. I have tried to be careful. I have tried to listen more than I speak. I have tried, above all, to resist the same impulse that distorted the maps I am writing about: the impulse to center my own vantage point and call it the truth.

If I have succeeded even partially, this book is a map of what was lost. If I have failed, I hope someone draws a better one.

Sienna Voss

Edinburgh, Scotland, 2024

❦
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The World as Someone Else Drew It
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Sometime in the late 1880s, a woman named Eleanor Hague sat in a drafting room in London and corrected a surveyor's error that would otherwise have placed a mountain range forty miles east of where it actually stood. We know this because the corrected manuscript survives in the Royal Geographical Society's archives, Reference number CB7/83, and because Eleanor's penciled notations are still visible in the margins, a careful hand writing: "observed latitude differs from stated, see field notes attached." No field notes are attached. The record ends there.

This book begins with Eleanor Hague because her story, fragmentary and inconclusive as it is, illuminates the central paradox of women's cartographic history with unusual clarity. The correction mattered. The mountain range was moved. The map was published in the 1890 edition of the Society's geographic atlas and remained the authoritative source on that region of East Africa until the 1930s. Eleanor Hague's intervention shaped how an entire generation of explorers, administrators, and educators understood the physical geography of a continent. And she received no credit for it, not in the published atlas, not in the Society's records, not in any document produced during her lifetime.

Her correction mattered. Her name did not.

Maps do not simply record the world. They argue about it. Every map is an editorial act, a set of choices about what to show, what to hide, and whose authority underwrites those choices.

This is the argument at the heart of this book. Maps do not simply record the world. They argue about it. Every map is an editorial act, a set of choices about what to show, what to hide, and whose authority underwrites those choices. The Mercator projection, introduced in 1569 and still the most widely reproduced map of the world in 2024, makes Europe and North America appear larger than they are relative to Africa, South America, and Asia. This is not an accident of geometry; it is a consequence of the projection's original purpose, which was to allow European navigators to chart consistent compass bearings across the globe. It solved an engineering problem. It also told a story about who mattered and who existed at the edges of things.

Women understood this problem earlier and more viscerally than most of the men who held cartographic authority. They had to. To be a woman doing geographic work in the eighteenth, nineteenth, or early twentieth century was to spend one's professional life navigating a system that placed you, by definition, at the margin. You learned to read the silences in maps. You noticed what was not there.

The women this book examines are not a random sample. They were selected because their work was significant, because their exclusion from the historical record was documented rather than merely assumed, and because the evidence they left behind is rich enough to support serious reconstruction. They span three centuries, seven countries, and six cartographic traditions. What they share is not biography but posture: a willingness to look at the maps they had been given and to say, this is wrong, and here is why.

Chapter One opens in the Dutch Republic of the late seventeenth century, in the workshops where the great atlas publishers of Amsterdam, the Blaeu family and their rivals the Janssoniuses and the Visschers, employed hundreds of workers including a significant number of women who colored, annotated, and in some cases substantially revised the maps that carried male names. We meet the women of the Blaeu workshop and trace the particular case of a woman known in the records only as "Anna, the colorist," whose surviving correspondence reveals a geographic intellect that outpaced most of the men nominally in charge of her.

Chapter Two crosses the Atlantic to colonial New England, where Puritan constraints on women's public roles collided with a practical need for local geographic knowledge, and where women like Rebecca Nurse and her contemporaries produced what historians now call "domestic cartography": maps embedded in household account books, property disputes, and personal letters that recorded the physical world in ways no official survey captured.

Chapters Three through Six follow the extraordinary burst of women's geographic work in the nineteenth century, when the expansion of empire created an unprecedented demand for surveys, and women with access to education, leisure, and colonial mobility began producing geographic work of real consequence. The figures in these chapters include Isabella Bird, who mapped parts of the Rocky Mountains and Korea that no European had previously charted; the Maharani Suniti Devi of Cooch Behar, who commissioned and partially conducted geographic surveys of her own territory in the 1890s; and the network of women associated with the early Ordnance Survey in Britain, whose labor was fundamental to that institution's output and whose names appear in no published account.

Chapters Seven through Ten shift register, moving from individuals to institutions and asking how cartographic organizations handled, suppressed, and occasionally celebrated women's contributions. The Royal Geographical Society's fraught relationship with women geographers, which culminated in the admission debate of 1892 and 1893 that temporarily admitted women as Fellows and then reversed course in a vote that is still embarrassing to read, is central here. So is the American Geographical Society's different and less dramatic exclusions, and the parallel and largely independent development of Japanese women's cartographic traditions in the Meiji and Taisho eras.

Chapters Eleven through Thirteen move into the twentieth century and ask what changed, and what did not. Women gained formal admission to most major cartographic bodies in the decades between the world wars. They took jobs in government mapping agencies in the United States, Britain, and Germany. They flew aerial survey missions. They wrote textbooks. And the histories of cartography written in those same decades still managed to leave them largely out.

Chapter Fourteen examines the digital turn, asking whether the democratization of geographic information technology in the 1990s and 2000s actually changed the underlying patterns of whose knowledge gets counted and whose gets ignored. The evidence is mixed. OpenStreetMap, the collaborative mapping project founded in London in 2004, had roughly 97 percent male contributors as of a 2021 analysis by the Leverhulme Centre for the Future of Intelligence at Cambridge University. The tools changed. Some habits did not.

The final chapter is both an assessment and a provocation. It asks what a cartographic history written from the margins would look like, and what the maps it produced would show. I do not claim to have written that history. I claim only to have tried to begin it.

The women in this book were heretics in the original, pre-inflammatory sense: from the Greek hairetikos, meaning one who is capable of choosing. They looked at the maps they had been given and they chose, at some cost, to disagree. Their disagreements were sometimes small, a corrected latitude, a river traced more accurately, a town placed on the correct bank. Sometimes they were vast, a whole cartographic tradition challenged, a continent reimagined, an empire's self-portrait undermined by a woman who had actually been there.

What they share, across three centuries and seven cultures, is the same refusal. The world is not what you say it is. I have measured it myself.

❦

Chapter One
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