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I have this image of myself as not having been involved with maps during the 
1970s and 1980s. At the time I was publishing as much film criticism as anything about 
maps, though the facts are also that my thesis, in 1971, and dissertation, in 1973, had 
been about maps, mental maps, but maps; and that by 1975 I’d begun working on what 
would ultimately become Everything Sings: Maps for a Narrative Atlas (2010).  

Nonetheless, I was quite surprised when, in 1990, New York’s Cooper-Hewitt – 
the Smithsonian’s National Museum of Design – called to ask if I could talk to them 
about a map show they were planning for 1992. 

There, during a day-long brain-storming session, I sketched an idea for a show 
structured like Top Hat, the Fred Astaire-Ginger Rogers movie. You know, Fred meets 
Ginger, and as the romance commences everything is wonderful. Then complications 
sour things and the lovers are sundered, until … but you know the story. It’s only been 
told a thousand times. Back home I wrote it up as a five page letter and sent it to 
everyone. 

I’d imagined the first room – the Cooper-Hewett had seven spaces for the show – 
filled with an old-fashioned map show, you know, the Romance of Maps: all kinds, big, 
little, old, new, rich, and varied. Ain’t maps wonderful! The second room is where the 
complications would start. There we’d argue that every map takes the perspective of its 
time and place – that maps are bound by history and culture – and we’d run cultural 
variations down one wall and historical changes up the other. The third room would 
introduce further sources of variation: what’s shown? at what scale? what’s on top? 
what’s in the center? In the fourth we’d collapse all this into … point of view, authorship, 
self-interest: Napoleon’s mapping of Egypt, Jefferson’s of the trans-Mississippi west. The 
fifth room would demonstrate the way this interest pervades even commonly used road 



 2

maps, while the sixth would generalize it all to say that maps are no more than 
representations, that they’re art; and, instead of allowing ourselves to be used by maps, 
we could use them as long as we refused to confuse maps with the worlds they so 
seductively represented. Doing that would free us to take control of the map – to make 
maps ourselves – and this would constitute the explosive theme of the final room. 

Everybody liked the letter but, as 1991 wore on, the show’s curator, Lucy 
Fellowes, struggled. The show went through a bunch of names – Global Images, 
Maps/Realities, Maps: Ways to Read the World – but it wasn’t gelling; and by early 
January, 1992, Fellowes was despondent. A few days later I got a phone call from 
Andrew Pekarik, the museum’s new assistant director, asking how I’d feel about co-
curating the show with Fellowes; and a couple of weeks after that I signed a contract to 
curate a show we’d now agreed to call … The Power of Maps. 

At the same time Peter Wissoker, an editor at Guilford Press, invited me to write a 
book to accompany the show. It too would be called The Power of Maps and would 
parallel the show, chapter by room; and I soon signed a contract to deliver a manuscript 
for The Power of Maps … by the end of May. I also had a family and a teaching job. 
What a spring! 

That November, as we were getting ready for the show’s press conference, the 
first box of books arrived. Right on time! Posters for the show were up in bus kiosks. 
They were on the buses running down Fifth Avenue! They were in the subway stations!! 
And the show looked great. Beyond all the maps – and there were over 400 of them, 
everything from a thirty-five-hundred-year-old Mesopotamian tablet to the latest map of 
Mars – was an elaborate educational program (lectures series, special events, tours, 
seminars, workshops, family programs, workshops for educators, and school tours), a 
Resource Room with interactive computer stations set up for visitors to work with then 
state-of-the-art GIS software, a gift shop, a study of the exhibition carried out by 
Smithsonian researchers (who interviewed over a thousand visitors), and, of course, my 
book. Over 60,000 people saw the show, two-thirds of them coming to the museum 
expressly for the maps. 

Two years later the show reopened at the Smithsonian in Washington. This was 
the first time a Cooper-Hewitt show had travelled from New York to Washington and it 
was the same show, but different. It jettisoned the first-room’s Romance of Maps theme 
to jump straight into it. “Which way is up?” asked the first section; “Whose world is 
this?” the second. The third asked, “Whose map is this?” Here we had a great display that 
opened with rare Native American maps and ended with maps made and used by Lewis 
and Clark; and a superlative table unfolding the creation of a geologic map of Mars. The 
fourth room asked, “Whose agenda in is your glove compartment?” and unfolded the 
road map story. The fifth room, like the Cooper-Hewitt’s seventh, commanded: “Open 
the map!” The show came with a gallery brochure and a neat booklet as well as The 
Power of Maps, and like the original show, this too was a hit. Good Morning America did 
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a piece on it. There was an article about it in the Tehran Times. Everyone covered it. 
My book did well too. It was widely reviewed in the popular and academic press 

and sold briskly. A second printing was ordered immediately. Routledge picked the book 
up for publication outside the US and Canada. A third printing was called for. Book-of-
the-Month Club picked it up as an alternate selection. The Quality Paperback Book Club 
ordered 5,000 copies. It went into a fourth printing. The History Book Club picked it up 
as an alternate selection. A Taiwanese house translated the book into Chinese where it 
also did well. There was a fifth, a sixth, a seventh printing. A Beijing publisher translated 
the book into Chinese a second time … 

When Guilford published Rethinking the Power of Maps in 2010 there was talk of 
letting The Power of Maps go out of print, but instead the book continues to sell, twenty-
one years after its release. 

 
Yes, but … 

 
Put this way the show and book sound like a giant romp into a rosy future where a 

thousand critical maps are made. And that future may be on the horizon. It sure ain’t here 
yet, though, and it certainly wasn’t there in the early 1990s. Getting my show up was a 
battle from the first time I presented my ideas back in 1990; and the fight grew hotter and 
hotter the closer we got to the opening. To pick a single example, there was a fight over 
my provocative “hot labels,” a fight that led the head of exhibitions, then Fellowes’ boss, 
to dismount the labels just before the show opened. The labels went back up, and the 
curator and the museum parted ways. But it had been an ugly spat.i 

What were these “hot” labels? Here are a couple from Washington: “People 
represent the world in different ways to satisfy different needs,” and “Many cultures have 
never felt the need to make maps as we know them.” The labels sort of floated on the 
wall. Sometimes they were arrow-shaped and pointed to features, raising questions about 
what the maps did, what the maps were created to do. Maybe the problems arose from 
differences in perspective. From that of the museum, the maps were visual things, 
aesthetically attractive two-dimensional graphics. From my perspective, maps applied 
power, they worked. The first two lines of my book were: “Power is the ability to do 
work. Which is what maps do: they work.” 

My show was about how maps did that, about how they worked. The show the 
museum had been about to put on was about maps as graphic art, how they looked. The 
exhibition accommodated these two visions … but it did so uneasily. These differences 
persisted through the Washington version, though since the New York show had been 
such a hit, there was less resistance. 

Whatever the show had been about, the book was about the map’s power, about 
the map’s ability to accomplish things, to get things done. The book was mostly words 
with few images of any kind and only a handful of maps; but in the end, though the book 
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was prompted by and grew out of the show, the show closed and, with surprising speed, 
its memory faded. Meanwhile, people kept checking The Power of Maps out of the 
library, as, all these years later, they continue to. 

And it’s not as though the book had ever been embraced the way the show had 
been. People loved the show – and it collected a number of awardsii– whereas they split 
over the book. Plenty of people loved the book too, but far more loathed it, where 
“loathed” is the only word to describe their reaction. They loathed the style – they 
positively hated my use of ellipses – and were none too happy about the book’s substance 
either. A lot of reviews, especially by professional mapmakers, had a disdainful tone, one 
of unfocused disgust, often anger. By “unfocused” I refer to the way they said things like 
“riddled with errors” without pointing any out, and the way my “insipid, uninteresting” 
prose could get them so riled up. 

Yet other people loved the book. Writing about my “particularly bad” treatment 
of Van Sant, for example, map historian David Buisseret wrote: “Wood brilliantly 
demonstrates this in his deconstruction of Tom Van Sant’s portrait of the earth from 
space.”iii He concluded an unsigned review in The Newberry Library’s Mapline with, 
“Wow, what a read … like, laser-boosted, man!” Many loved it immoderately and, as 
eleven years later Jane Jacobs would editorialize in the Transactions of the Institute of 
British Geographers, “The Power of Maps was a minor sensation and has been widely 
reviewed, routinely used in teaching the history of geographical knowledge, and rarely 
goes without citation in scholarship on the geopolitics of maps.”iv In fact, it rarely goes 
without citation in a very wide range of work on maps. Recently its popularity has been 
growing among map artists and those curating their exhibitions. 

 
The Power of Maps 

 
As caught in its introduction, The Power of Maps seems to have a simple 

coherence: maps work by serving interests – embedded in the map’s selectivity and 
signage – that the map naturalizes and so hides; once aware of this, you’re freed of the 
map’s hold and can turn the map to serve your own interests. Maybe … but I could never 
have said any of this before I wrote the book. In truth, I reread the first four and the 
seventh chapters of the book today and have no idea where they came from. Writing The 
Power of Maps was not only serendipitous, it was an ongoing discovery. It wasn’t that I 
wrote what I knew, but that I knew what I had written. 

This is to say that I had no thesis when I sat down to write The Power of Maps; 
and the only outline I had was that given through the exhibition’s rooms by a simplified 
version of a plot from an Astaire-Rogers musical. But, then, nothing I’d written earlier 
had had any more structure, any more preplanning. I never wrote a proposal for the thesis 
I wrote for my master’s degree and I wrote the proposal for my dissertation after I’d 
collected the data. By the time I’d begun The Power of Maps this way of thinking and 
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writing had become habitual, so I’m stymied when asked for my aims in writing – when 
queried about my motivations – because they’re exclusively pragmatic. The case of The 
Power of Maps is exemplary. I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing or where I was 
going. I was plunging into a mass of opportunities in the expectation that something 
interesting could come from it. 

In this case one thing that came from it was the introduction, which I wrote at the 
end, just before letting the manuscript go. Immediately after that I began work on the 
paper I was going to read at the exhibition’s inauguration. Its abstract read: 

This paper proposes a new definition of the map. It is argued that a map is a 
weapon in the fight for social dominion, one disguised as a representation of the 
world, but which in reality links territory with what comes with it (with voting 
rights or military service obligations, with rates of rainfall or types of vegetation). 
The map achieves this linkage by fusing onto a common plane (that of the map) 
multicoded images of the very world the map itself will bring into being.v 

I played around with these ideas and before long I had the following definition of the map 
printed out 18 pts all caps and taped to the wall in front of my computer to help keep me 
from slipping back into “representational” habits: 

A map is a more or less permanent, more or less graphic object supporting the 
descriptive function in human discourse that links things through territory by 
fusing onto a common plane (that of the map) multicoded images of the very 
world the map itself brings into being. Due to this, maps become weapons in the 
fight for social dominion, weapons disguised as representations of the world. 

It’s this retrospectively articulated vision of the map as anything but representational that 
I think The Power of Maps wanted to put on paper. 

It’s a vision I spent the next decade struggling to understand. 
The six papers that followed the book tried to unpack different parts of the 

definition. They were attempts to understand what I’d said in The Power of Maps, but 
they were also attempts to answer a new question: where the power comes from. In his 
introduction to The Natures of Maps, the book John Fels and I published in 2008, John 
Pickles wrote: “In The Power of Maps Wood and Fels asked how and in what ways maps 
have and exercise power. But now, in The Natures of Maps the question is no longer 
whether maps have power. ‘That’s settled: they do. Now the question is where the power 
comes from’.”vi 

 
The Natures of Maps 

 
The power, we now argued, arose from the social assent given to the propositions 

maps embody. If everyone, or even a substantial number, assent to a map’s vision of the 
world … then that is the world. This argument was bracketed by four others. First we 
argued that the map was a vehicle for creating and conveying authority about and over 
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territory. We then noted that this authority was the social manifestation of the map’s 
intrinsic and incontrovertible factuality. That’s when we argued that the factuality arose 
from the social assent given to the propositions the map embodied, propositions we 
claimed, that took the form of linkages among conditions, states, processes, and 
behaviors conjoined through the territory. These linkages, we insisted, were realized 
through fundamental spatial/meaning propositions expressed in the sign plane of the map, 
spatial/meaning propositions that we called postings.vii That is, maps were constructed 
from postings – simple this is there statements – that by virtue of their co-existence on 
the map, created linkages among themselves, linkages that map users transformed into 
facts by assenting to them. This factuality gave the map its authority to establish the 
spatial realm we all live in.  

For example, in 1502 the map known today as the Cantino planisphere drew a line 
down the Western Hemisphere that separated the Portuguese and Spanish dominions in 
the New World as set out in the Treaty of Tordesillas. The map embodied the very little 
known in Europe about the Western Hemisphere – essentially nothing – but because the 
map’s vision received broad social assent, five hundred years later they speak Portuguese 
on one side of the line and Spanish on the other. That the map’s South America in no way 
resembles the South America we know today is irrelevant. It’s not – it never was – about 
the truth. It’s about getting behind a proposition, it’s about agreement. All that nonsense 
about accuracy, about precision? It’s just that, nonsense. 

In The Natures of Maps we think about this nonsense as an aspect of the paramap, 
that apparatus surrounding the map itself – the legend, the scale bars, explanatory text, 
and so on – out of which so much of the map’s claim to authority arises. It’s a huge piece 
of the effort to secure agreement.viii But the paramap; the spatial/meaning calculus that 
organizes the flow of meaning among the postings; and … all the rest of it, can only work 
on the signs in which the postings are realized, and this takes us back to the semiotics of 
the map described in the fifth chapter of The Power of Maps. At the same time it takes us 
forward to our description of the map in 2010’s Rethinking the Power of Maps … as an 
argument. 

 
Rethinking the Power of Maps 

 
Rethinking the Power of Maps is the book I would have written in 1992 had I 

known then what I do now. What it brings forward from The Power of Maps are the first 
two pages and the fifth chapter, “Designs on Signs,” our deconstruction of a state 
highway map. Everything else is new. The first chapter now argues that maps as we 
know them are not terribly old, five or six hundred years at the most; and situates the rise 
of the map in the rise of modern states, in their need to take on form and organize their 
many interests. The second chapter argues that, far from being pictures of the world, 
maps are instruments for its creation, especially for the creation of the state. That is, maps 
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aren’t representations but systems of propositions, arguments about what the world might 
be. It was this propositional logic that made maps attractive to states in the first place, and 
makes them more and more valuable to the state every day. The third and fourth chapters 
reprise The Power of Maps’ fifth chapter, noting how these propositions are embodied in 
map signs. The argument of the first half of the book thus moves from historical 
generalities about the map and its relation to the state, through consideration of the logics 
mediating this relationship, to their material embodiment on the page or screen. The 
second half of the book moves from the rise of cartography as a profession in the early 
19th century, through a sequence of increasingly radical reactions to cartography’s 
claims, to conclude with a query about the future of the map as an expressive device: 
maybe the map’s time is over? 

It’s certainly not over now. The map is more powerful today than ever, permitting 
the state to intervene in every aspect of all our lives at almost every scale. The map today 
is preeminently a state tool for the reproduction of the existing relations of power, for 
perpetuating the status quo. This is so straightforward when you think about the unending 
maps made of congressional voting districts, voting precincts, police precincts, zoning, 
property ownership, planning districts, school districts, soil conservation districts, 
garbage collection areas, leaf collection areas, postal routes, bus routes … In each of 
these the mapmaker links at least two kinds of behavior, dwelling, for example, and then 
things we want to attach to dwelling (voting, paying taxes, receiving services). That is, 
the mapmaker links, connects, these behaviors together by describing them on the 
common plane of the map. As this coterminous description binds, it simultaneously 
stores, reifies, and projects the act of binding: “These two things go together,” the map 
argues, and as a consequence, we who live here ... are expected to send our kids to school 
there. 

Or to vote in that location. 
Or to send our taxes to this address. 
Or to fight in the army of that country. 
All the rest of the maps support, aggregate, disaggregate, comment on, respond to, 

or grow out of these maps working for the state. All of them. 
But the relationship between signified and signifier has never been secure, and 

what meant one thing five-hundred-years ago can mean its opposite today, or nothing, or 
everything. Today millions of people are playing in the field of map signs and who knows 
what’s going to happen? Will the map and state become ever more powerful? Will they 
be destroyed? Or will they morph into forms we can’t begin to imagine? 

From this place on the map, it’s hard to say … 
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i Needless to say, whatever was going on had less to do with The Power of Maps per se 
than with more general institutional politics, but it came to a head the week the show 
opened. 
ii Seven of them, ranging from Business Week’s Silver Award for Industrial Design 
Excellence to a Federal Design Achievement Award from the National Endowment for 
the Arts. 
iii David Buisseret, “Map and Power, or Something Nasty in the Glovebox,” Queen’s 
Quarterly 100(4), 1993, pp. 861-868, quoted from p. 866. 
iv Jane M. Jacobs, “Editorial: Home Rules,” Transactions of the Institute of British 
Geographers 28(3), 2003, pp. 259-263. Her editorial was about my 1994 book, Home 
Rules, whose writing had been interrupted by that for The Power of Maps. 
v “How Maps Work,” op. cit., p. 66. 
vi Denis Wood and John Fels, The Natures of Maps (University of Chicago Press, 
Chicago, 2008), p. x. 
vii Ibid., pp. 26-28. 
viii Ibid., pp. 8-12. 


