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THE CARTOGRAPHIC CONCEPTION
OF A FICTION?

Without maps it is difficult to comprehend complex geographical situations. At the same
time, maps are cultural expressions, which means they distort the phenomena they
visualize. Therefore, maps from the past are difficult witnesses of how geographical

conditions were imagined.

The problematic interpretation
of old planning maps as historical sources

Thomas van den Brink (MA) | THOM - Telling History with Original Maps

This general difficulty becomes even more problematic in the field of spatial planning in
which maps are used to propose spatial interventions. These kinds of maps are a
complex mixture of ‘reality’, ‘knowledge’ and ‘imagination’. This can be illustrated with
the help of one of the first maps made by the Dutch engineer B.P.G. van Diggelen in
1849 as part of his plan to dam and drain the Zuiderzee. As will become apparent, it is
especially the dividing line between ‘fact’ and ‘fiction’ that becomes problematic from a
historical perspective.
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Figure 1 — A cut ouf-éf the map made by engineer B.P.G. van Diggelen in 1849.

First of all, regarding the geographical situation, maps are a selection and thus
simplification of reality.! If this selection is based on a scientific method the map can be
seen as the epistemological rendering of reality. Second, the interventions also
represent a form of knowledge; whether technical, administrative, legal or social. Often,
the visual representation of these interventions includes specific conventions and rules
for depicting elements and in that way, informs the reader about their status. For
instance, dotted lines are often used for proposed construction works. Third, a map is
also the product of the creator’s own imagination.

Analytically, these dimensions can be separated. However, to operationalize them, in
the sense that they can be used for the interpretation of planning maps as historical
sources, is quite problematic. This is due to the fact that these dimensions blend when
put together on one map. This can be illustrated by zooming in on specific elements of
the map of Van Diggelen (figure 2).

' The basis for selection obviously depends on several things, but that is not the main issue for this
contribution.
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Figure 2 —On this sectic;H of the fnab of Van Diggelen oné can distinguish red and blue lines. They
represent the dikes Van Diggelen projected and which were supposed to connect the mainland with the
islands Terschelling (left) and Ameland (right).

In order to achieve a correct interpretation, the challenge is to answer whether the blue
and red lines Van Diggelen distinguished are:

A) A product of the geographical reality as represented by the other elements on
the map. Which could be the case when the lines representing the proposed
constructions would simply follow the lines that represent geographical
phenomena.

B) The product of (scientific) knowledge and argumentation applied by engineers.
Which would be the case when certain rules of thump or mathematical
calculations and scientific theories were mobilized to argue to build these
constructions at those specific locations.’

?In the Netherlands during the nineteenth century the knowledge about dike building transformed from
being based on experience towards a modern science. See for example: G.P. van de Ven, ed., Leefbaar
Laagland, Geschiedenis van de waterbeheersing en landaanwinning in Nederland, (Utrecht, 2003), 5t
complete revised edition, 255.




C) AsVan Diggelen was one of the first to envision the damming and draining of the
Zuiderzee it is unlikely that he was much influenced by others. Consequently,
these lines also originated from his personal imagination.

Altogether, these lines are probably the product of these three things combined. To
understand their genesis is thus the same as asking about the interaction of these three
dimensions. This poses great challenges deeply rooted in the character of historical
research and relate to the division between facts as part of realty and fiction as a
product of the imagination. The following question specify this problem:

A) Did the author envision his plan a priori to the creation of the map or was the
idea only conceived by making the map?

B) Was the scientific and technological knowledge around 1849 ripe for the
complexity and scale of damming and draining of the Zuiderzee (i.e. was it part of
a technological reality) or was the challenge envisioned first and was the
scientific and technological knowledge developed as a consequence (i.e. it was
still part of fictional realm)?

C) What does it mean for the concept ‘fiction” when a plan evaluates from a mental
idea, via a visual depiction in the form of a map towards a physical reality?

When the historic distance between the creation of the map and its interpretation
increases, the meaning of the concept ‘fiction’ can change fundamentally. One could
argue that in the period between 1849 and 1920, the year the building of the Afsluitdijk
(main dam) started, the plan of Van Diggelen indeed was only fiction. The faith of being
seen by contemporary commentators as unrealistic or blunt fantasy was shared with
other plans, like that of Jerome Wenmaekers from 1876 (figure 3).

This proves in conclusion, that the difference between fantasy and reality is highly
context depending. It depends not only on the circumstances in which the plans were
envisioned but also on the period between envision and ‘possible’ realisation. After the
realisation of (some parts of) the plan or variations, the same maps can suddenly be
valued as visionary. Therefore, historians should be very cautious when using these
kinds of maps and the information depicted on them for historical research.



Figure 3 — Map and design to dam and dike the Zuiderzee and Frisian Wadden, by Jerdome Wenmaekers,
3
1876.

® Official titel: Plankaart van een ontwerp van indijking der Zuiderzee en Friese Wadden door Jeréme
Wenmaekers. Source:
http://www.gahetna.nl/en/collectie/afbeeldingen/kaartencollectie/zoeken/sortering/relevantie/weergav
e/detail/start/0/tstart/0/q/zoekterm/Zuiderzee. Visited October 31 2016.
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