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The Agency of Mapping: Speculation,
Critique and Invention

JAMES CORNER

Mapping is a fantastic cultural project, creating and building the world as
much as measuring and describing it. Long affiliated with the planning
and design of cities, landscapes and buildings, mapping is particularly
_instrumental in the construing and constructing of lived space. In this
active sense, the function of mapping is less to mirror reality than to
engender the re-shaping of the worlds in which people live. While there
are countless examples of authoritarian, simplistic, erroneous and coer-
cive acts of mapping, with reductive effects upon both individuals and
environments, I focus in this essay upon more optimistic revisions of
mapping practices.® These revisions situate mapping as a collective
enabling enterprise, a project that both reveals and realizes hidden poten-
tial. Hence, in describing the ‘agency’ of mapping, I do not mean to
invoke agendas of imperialist technocracy and control but rather to sug-
gest ways in which mapping acts may emancipate potentials, enrich expe-
riences and diversify worlds. We have been adequately cautioned about
mapping as a means of projecting power-knowledge, but what about
mapping as a productive and liberating instrument, a world-enriching
agent, especially in the design and planning arts?

As a creative practice, mapping precipitates its most productive effects
through a finding that is also a founding; its agency lies in neither repro-
duction nor imposition but rather in uncovering realities previously
unseen or unimagined;-even across seemingly exhausted grounds. Thus,
mapping unfolds potential; it re-makes territory over and over again, each
time with new and diverse consequences. Not all maps accomplish this,
however; some simply reproduce what is already known. These are more
‘tracings’ than maps, delineating patterns but revealing nothing new. In
describing and advocating more open-ended forms of creativity, philoso-
phers Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari declare: ‘Make a map not a
tracing!’ They continue:
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What distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely oriented toward
an experimentation in contact with the real. The map does not reproduce an
unconscious closed in upon itself; it constructs the unconscious. It fosters con-
nections between fields, the removal of blockages on bodies without organs, the
maximum opening of bodies without organs onto a plane of consistency . .. The
map has to do with performance, whereas the tracing always involves an ‘alleged
competence’.*

The distinction here is between mapping as equal to what is (‘tracing’)
and mapping as equal to what s and to what is not yet. In other words, the
unfolding agency of mapping is most effective when its capacity for
description also sets the conditions for new eidetic and physical worlds to
emerge. Unlike tracings, which propagate redundancies, mappings dis-
cover new worlds within past and present ones; they inaugurate new
grounds upon the hidden traces of a living context. The capacity to refor-
mulate what already exists is the important step. And what already exists
is more than just the physical attributes of terrain (topography, rivers,
roads, buildings) but includes also the various hidden forces that underlie
the workings of a given place. These include natural processes, such as
wind and sun; historical events and local stories; economic and legislative
conditions; even political interests, regulatory mechanisms and program-
matic structures. Through rendering visible multiple and sometimes dis-
parate field conditions, mapping allows for an understanding of terrain
as only the surface expression of a complex and dynamic imbroglio of
social and natural processes. In visualizing these interrelationships and
interactions, mapping itself participates in any future unfoldings. Thus,
given the increased complexity and contentiousness that surrounds
landscape and urbanism today, creative advances in mapping promise
designers and planners greater efficacy in intervening in spatial and
social processes. Avoiding the failure of universalist approaches toward
master-planning and the imposition of state-controlled schemes, the
unfolding agency of mapping may allow designers and planners not only
to see certain possibilities in the complexity and contradiction of what
already exists but also to actualize that potential. This instrumental func-
tion is particularly important in a world where it is becoming increasingly
difficult to both imagine and actually to create anything outside of the
normative.

THE AGENCY OF MAPPING
Mappings have agency because of the double-sided characteristic of all
maps. FIrst, their surfaces are directly analogous to actual ground condi-
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tions; as horizontal planes, they record the surface of the earth as direct
impressions. As in the casting of shadows, walks and sightings across
land may be literally projected onto paper through a geometrical gratic-
ule of points and lines drawn by ruler and pen. Conversely, one can put
one’s finger on a map and trace out a particular route or itinerary, the map
projecting a mental image into the spatial imagination. Because of this

directness, maps are taken to be ‘true’ and ‘objective’ measures of the
world, and are accorded a kind of benign neutrality. By contrast, the other

side of this analogous characteristic is the inevitable abstractness of
maps, the result of selection, omission, isolation, distance and codifica-
tion. Map devices such as frame, scale, orientation, projection, indexing
and naming reveal artificial geographies that remain unavailable to
human eyes. Maps present only one version of the earth’s surface, an
eidetic fiction constructed from factual observation. As both analogue
and abstraction, then, the surface of the map functions like an operating
table, a staging ground or a theatre of operations upon which the mapper
collects, combines, connects, marks, masks, relates and generally explores.
These surfaces are massive collection, sorting and transfer sites, great
fields upon which real material conditions are isolated, indexed and
placed within an assortment of relational structures.

The analogous-abstract character of the map surface means that it is
doubly projective: it both captures the projected elements off the ground
and projects back a variety of effects through use. The strategic use of this
double function has, of course, a long alliance with the history of map-
ping, and not only militaristically (reconnaissances militaires) but also
ideologically.3 Surprisingly, however, the strategic, constitutive and inven-
tive capacities of mapping are not widely recognized in the urban design
and planning arts, even though cartography and planning have enjoyed a
long and mutually influential relationship since the fifteenth century.4
Throughout the twentieth century, mapping in design and planning has
been undertaken conventionally as a quantitative and analytical survey of
existing conditions made prior to the making of a new project. These sur-
vey maps are both spatial and statistical, inventorying a range of social,
economic, ecological and aesthetic conditions. As expertly produced,
measured representations, such maps are conventionally taken to be
stable, accurate, indisputable mirrors of reality, providing the logical
basis for future decision making as well as the means for later projecting a
designed plan back onto the ground. It is generally assumed that if the
survey is quantitative, objective and rational, it is also true and neutral,
thereby helping to legitimize and enact future plans and decisions.’ Thus,
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urbanism. It is recognized instead that multiple processes of urbanization
must be engaged and artfully, yet indeterminately, choreographed in rela-
tion to evolving and open-ended spatial formations.

Rhizome

Open-ended and indeterminate characteristics can be likened to the
process-form of the rhizome. ‘Unlike trees or their roots,” write Deleuze
and Guattari, ‘the rhizome connects any point to any other point . . . Ithas
neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milien) from which it
grows and overspills, [constituting] linear mulitiplicities.’#® In contrast to
centric or tree-like, hierarchical systems, the rhizome is acentred, non-
hierarchical and continually expanding across multiplicitous terrains.
‘Rats are rhizomes. Burrows too, in all of their functions of shelter, supply,
movement, evasion, and breakout.”#?

As mentioned earlier in this essay, Deleuze and Guattari draw an
important distinction between ‘maps’ and ‘tracings’, describing the
former as open, connectable, ‘experimentations with the real’, and the
latter as repetitive redundancies that ‘always come back to “the same”’.
Hence, tracings belong to hierarchical systems of order that ultimately
limit any hope of innovation — ‘all of tree logic is a logic of tracing and
reproduction’.5® By contrast, the infinitely open, rhizomatic nature of
mapping affords many diverse entryways, exits and ‘lines of flight’, each
of which allows for a plurality of readings, uses and effects.

The significance of the rhizome for mapping is encapsulated in
Deleuze and Guattari’s belief that ‘the book’ (and we might equally say
the map, the city or the landscape) ‘has no object. As an assemblage [it]
has only itself, in connection with other assemblages and in relation to
other bodies without organs.” Thus, they conclude:

We will never ask what a book means, as signifier or signified; we will not look for
anything to understand in it. We will ask what it functions with, in connection
with what other things it does or does not transmit intensities, in which other
multiplicities its own are inserted and metamorphosed, and with what other
bodies it makes its own converge.5*

This viewpoint privileges actions and effects over representation and
meaning; the concern is for how things work and what they do. Moreover,
there is an explicit interest here for new kinds of affiliative relationship
and interconnection. The argument emphasizes probing practices of
interpretation that extend previous products of culture (maps and land-
scapes, for instance) towards more diverse and interconnected fields of
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possibility, their ‘becoming’ bodied-forth through various acts of map-
ping and relating.

One especially important principle with regard to mapping as a rhi-
zomatic (burrowing and extending) activity is what Deleuze and Guattari
refer to as the ‘plane of consistency’. While this assumes a rich and
complex array of meanings for the authors, I shall summarize plane of
consistency here as a surface that is both inclusive (even of things that
may not normally fit or ‘belong’ to any given scheme, including arbitrary
‘debris’) and structuring of new and open-ended series of relationships.
Obviously, if such a surface is both inclusive and structuring, the tech-
niques and modes of representation must be both multiple and flexible.
Several different graphic and notational systems have to come into play
so that diverse and even ‘unmappable’ aspects of a milieu are revealed. All
of this must be brought to bear on one plane, one fully inclusive, non-
differentiated surface (as many architects are fond of saying, if one cannot
see it all right in front of one’s eyes, as a visual synthesis, then one cannot
properly formulate a proposition). The devised systems of collection and
array cannot be closed; they must remain open, fostering endless chains of
possibility and insight. Rather than limiting reality, the rhizomatic map
opens reality up to a host of new and alternative possibilities. The process
is not unlike working with bits of arbitrarily found matter upon a dissect-
ing table — a mode of work integral to collage, and with all the similar
experiences of discovery, revelation and pleasure. Unlike collage, how-
ever, which functions mostly connotatively (by suggestion), mapping
typically systematizes its material into more analytical and denotative
schemas. Where mappings may become more inclusive and suggestive,
then, is less through collage, which works with fragments, and more
through a form of systematic montage, where multiple and independent
layers are incorporated as a synthetic composite.

A useful example of multiple and inclusive synthesis of complex infor-
mation is the French engineer Charles Joseph Minard’s narrative map of
the fate of Napoleon’s army in Russia during the winter of 1812—13.5*
Moving from the left on the Polish—Russian border, the thick band shows
the size of the army (422,000 men) in June r812. Its width diminishes
as the size of the army is reduced through casualties. When the army
reaches Moscow (to the east/right) in September there are only 100,000
men who must begin their retreat west through the winter months. The
retreat line is in solid tone and can be read in conjunction with location
and temperature readings. The army returned to Poland with a mere
10,000 survivors. Minard’s graphic describes a complex and tragic human
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story in an enlightening and eloquent way. But more than telling a story,
the map conditions how places on the land have come to exist in new
relationships precisely through the vector of an event.

Minard’s map very elegantly synthesizes a complex amalgam of facts
and interrelationships (the size of the army, the locations and times of
battle, vectors of movement, topography, place names, weather and tem-
perature, and the passage of time). These events in time assume particular
geometrical shape-forms, vectors, densities and patterns of effect. It is no
small feat to encode graphically complex and multivariate temporal
events in direct relationship to geography, but even more impressive is
how the mapping visually layers and embeds the network relationships
amongst all of the variables. If the chart were to be animated in a com-
puter program, its shape-forms would change significantly if any one of
the many variables were altered. Thus the map depicts a systemic field of
interrelationships; it is dynamic performance of interacting parts, map-
ping ‘shaping forces’ as much as spatial terrain.s3 This is akin to what the
Dutch urbanist Winy Maas calls a ‘datascape’, that is a spatial visualiza-
tion of otherwise invisible flows and forces that exercise enormous effects
across terrain.’4

At the same time, however, Minard’s datascape is far from the rhi-
zomatic plane of consistency outlined above because it is a closed system.
It only depicts the facts that are relevant to its narrative theme, and it must
therefore be read in a linear way. There is a clear intention of thematic
communication in this map, together with a sequential, narrational
reading, common to itinerary maps. The map offers clues for rhizomatic
mappings because of its overlay and structural incorporation of different
space—time systems of analysis, but at the same time it is not at all rhi-
zomatic because of its focused content and single, linear reading. A more
rhizomatic map would be much more multi-variate and open. Indeed,
such a map might not ‘represent’ any one thing at all; rather, it might
simply array a complex combination of things that provides a framework
for many different uses, readings, projections and effects, rather like a
thesaurus, without beginning, end, limit or single meaning.

Of course, regular Ordnance Survey and United States Geological
Survey maps are ‘open’ in the sense described above. They contain many
different layers of information, with multiple entryways, diverse uses and
applications, infinite routes and networks, and potentially endless
surfaces of engagement. Richard Long’s drifts might be considered
rhizomatic exploitations of these ‘neutral’ planes. What these maps do
not show, however, are time structures —local stories, histories, events and
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CARTE FIGURATIVE des pertes successives en hommes de I'Armée Frangaise dans la campagne de Russie 1812-1813.

Dressée par MMinard, Inspecteur Général des Ponts et Chaussées en retraite.
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Charles Joseph Minard, Carte figurative des pertes successives en hommes
de ’armée Frangaise dans la campagne de Russie 181213, from
E. J. Marey, La Méthode graphique (Paris, 1885).

issues on the one hand, and local processes such as capital flows or sea-
sonal hydrological patterns on the other. In some of my own mappings of
the larger, working American landscape, I have purposefully used and
subverted the conventions of USGS maps, and incorporated into them
other systems of notation that are intended to ‘open’ and further ‘extend’
the field.ss In Pivot Irrigators I, for instance, the USGS map is cut as a
circle without scale, place names or geographical coordinates visible; the
cropping and reframing effectively de-territorializes the map and its refer-
ent (illus. 12). Incorporated into this frame are other fragments of images
such as underground aquifer maps — which are allied with the irrigation
landscapes of the West =and infra-red satellite photographs which cap-
ture the circular forms of different fields as temperature traces (the more
recently irrigated fields coolest and therefore lightest). Satellites too use
these temperature ‘fixes’ to register their own location in space, and thus
another circular construction is drawn to invoke both the planetary
geometry of fixing location as well as the engineered geometry of the
pivot-irrigator field. Similarly, in Windmill Topography, the de-territori-
alized map is framed as an egg-like ellipse (the shape of both a turbine
gear and a wind-shadow) and combined with a topographical section
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James Corner, Pivot Irrigators I, 1994.
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James Corner, Windmill Topography (Los Angeles, CA), 1994.
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that depicts the mountain range, air temperature, air-pressure and wind
velocity charts. Together, the composite parts of the map construct an
ideographic, synaesthetic image of the vast windmill territories east of
Los Angeles while also arraying the various shaping forces and conditions
that undergird the genesis of this still evolving landscape. There are simi-
lar mappings in this project: the poly-oriented and calendrical maps of
the Hopi, the multi-scaled maps of the Very Large Array radio telescope
installation in New Mexico, or the various ‘field plots’ of contour farm-
ing in the mid-west or dry-strip farming across the northern plains. In
each, the codes and conventions of the USGS maps (frame, scale, orienta-
tion, colour-separation, numerical coordinates, grid measures and
indexes) are co-opted, enhanced and subverted. There is an attempt to
represent and describe certain geographical conditions and processes of
landscape formation whilst also to suggest new foundations for future
work. In a sense, these mappings construct ‘planes of consistency’ that
present analytical information while also allowing for suggestive read-
ings/projections. They ‘draw out’ of common maps and landscapes
certain figural and processual relationships that might occasion new
landscapes. Admittedly, these mappings are not as open or rhizomatic as
they might be, owing to their thematic focus, but their inclusion and
incorporation (synthesis) of diverse kinds of information and possibility,
as well as their utilization and subversion of dominant conventions, illus-
trates two important ways in which mapping might move towards more
polymorphous and creative ends. They are also suggestive of how tempo-
ral, systemic, performance networks can be rendered distinct from tradi-
tional cartographic concerns with static space.

Performance networks are multiple systems of interconnection which
liberate elements while also fostering non-hierarchical communication
and relationship amongst otherwise disparate parts. “To network” means
to work one’s way into a field of opportunity, mapping the various players
and sites whilst remaining an active a player in the field. Cities and land-
scapes are becoming increasingly dependent upon network spaces and
processes; as Paul Virilio puts it:

The essence of what we insist on calling urbanism is composed/decomposed by
these transfer, transit, and transmission systems, these transport and trans-

migration networks whose immaterial configuration reiterates the cadastral
organization and the building of monuments.5¢

In other words, the experience of spatial life today is as much immaterial
as it is physical, as much bound into time and relational connections as
it is to traditional notions of enclosure and ‘place.” By extension, the



