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FO R E WO R D
The use of maps to visually represent and interpret our world has been at the heart of
geography as a discipline for hundreds of years. From its foundation in , the
Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of British Geographers) supported
explorers and scholars, many of whom in the nineteenth century recorded places on
maps or charts for the first time.
Originally, the Society’s involvement in mapping was closely linked to Victorian
geographers and explorers traveling out into the world and gathering the new
knowledge to fill in to the blanks on their maps. Through the work of individuals
such as Livingstone and Stanley, Grant and Speke and many others, the ‘west’ built
up a clearer description of our world, with the map a key aspect of that description
and an artefact that supported a wide range of colonial endeavours. Alongside such
work, the Society also built up one of the world’s great collections of maps, atlases
and globes. The Society has also collected, and makes publically available, more than
one million sheets of maps – the world’s largest private holding. Our earliest map
dates back to the s and new additions are made frequently.
The geographer’s curiosity to know where places are is matched by the desire to
understand and explain the connections and interactions between the world’s people,
places and environments and how and why they are changing so rapidly. So today, our
work stays true to our founding aim – ‘advancement of geographical science’ – by
extending geographical knowledge and sharing understanding to inform and engage a
wide range of audiences from higher education, to schools and teachers, policy
makers, and the wider public.
In the twenty-first century, new geographical ‘discoveries’ are still about filling in the
blanks where knowledge may be absent. Today this is no longer about filling blanks
on a map, but providing new insights into our changing world and how it is
understood, interpreted and represented. In this respect we are delighted to have
hosted Simeon Nelson’s Cryptosphere residency at the Society, in partnership with
Parabola and kindly supported by The Leverhulme Trust, Arts Council England
and The University of Hertfordshire. From our pocket guide to the Sat Nav in our
car, from digital maps to the folded OS map in a walker’s rucksack, maps portray,
explain, connect and fascinate. They can take us on journeys, either real or imagined,
and reveal places that are beyond our horizons. In a small, usually two-dimensional,
space they convey an extraordinary amount of three-dimensional information.
And like all true geographers, Simeon has made his own unique journey into our
cartographic collections. He has recognised new connections, passed through many
(albeit paper) lands and occasionally had to retrace his steps. Yet in the creation of his
new work, he has reached a new geographical destination: a journey’s end through
which his sculptures give us a set of new coordinates for how cartography can reveal
itself.
Dr Rita Gardner, CBE
Director, Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of British Geographers)
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There is a story, which has become something of a catchall in the canon of art-speak
when discussing things ‘cartographic’. Jean Baudrillard references Jorge Luis Borges,
who details a paragraph from a (fictitious) Spanish text produced in , in which
an unnamed Empire becomes so obsessed with the exactitude of mapping its
territories that it ultimately creates a : map of itself, which, in time, is viewed not as
the highest achievement of its civilisation, but as a nuisance, by all but the beggars
who take shelter under its ruined remains.
It is a wonderful parable: the arrogant, short sighted empire of parchment, devoted to
a science whose creations turn to dust. The will to tame nature rendered impotent by
an experiment without purpose.
Cryptosphere, too, is an experiment. The first artist’s residency for the Royal
Geographical Society (with the Institute of British Geographers), it has been an
attempt to share knowledge between academics, artists, school children, geographers
and writers in order to reveal new perspectives of an ancient science.
During his fifteen months in residence, Simeon Nelson has worked with the RGS
collections and consulted with Society Fellows, geographers and cartographic experts.
Perspective and scale have been critical components of his research. Perspective as a
force in the political, religious and social arenas that have defined Western visions of
the world for the past  years; and scale that encompasses the micro- and
macrocosmic attempts to containerise space. A new body of work has been
developed, addressing the various lenses through which different times and places
have identified territories of the known, the not-yet known and, importantly, the
unknowable.
Denis Alexander, in his text for this publication, identifies within the scientific
discipline a conviction from many practitioners that they are operating in an
‘objective’ manner. Alexander reminds us that science, for all its rigour, is not without
a subjective gaze. He suggests that, like the inhabitants of Flatland, who have based
their understanding of the world on the understanding that there are only two
dimensions, scientific analyses of ‘reality’ are the ‘truth’ until another, more comely
version of ‘reality’ takes hold; the brightest of these knowledge constellations being
the ones that can provide the most coherent accounts.

Simeon Nelson presents his own ideas about the work he has created and the rationale
behind an installation that is at once minimal and maximal – he provides footing for
those of us who, well-versed though we may be in the tide of data, analysis and
prescribed meanings of Modernity, are still staggering in the darkness, “herding cats”,
as he is fond of saying.
Rebecca Geldard examines Nelson’s inspirations and the potential readings of his
work, while building a case for art to be read as, primarily, a visual medium. She
identifies the artist’s interest in layered meanings, which consider authenticity, the
Modernist project and the interplay between feminine and masculine roles, suggesting
that, for Nelson, sculpture can be at once a critical apparatus and a playful honey-trap.
Alessandro Scafi places Nelson’s work in the context of the legacy of artists who have
taken mapping as their inspiration. The not-knowing acknowledged by maps in
which ‘terra incognita’ appears, suggests a space for new imaginings. He considers the
placement and meaning of an earthly paradise in, but not of, the world, free from the
constraints of human time and space, which can act as a reminder of the miracle of
the mundane.
In The Order of Things, Michel Foucault cautions against the European sixteenth
century episteme of linking like for like, which he reads as a “plethoric, yet absolutely
poverty-stricken…knowledge…that can, and must, proceed by the infinite
accumulation of confirmations all dependent on one another.” Nelson’s new body of
research and its artefact-findings acknowledge historical and contemporary attempts to
build fragile bridges of knowledge. His Cryptosphere suggests an order that is both
beautiful and secure, but the components it tries to hold refuse to conform, sliding out
of their pigeonholes towards their own, unknowable destinations.
There are many, many people and organisations who have enabled this project to
develop, from funders to cultural and physical geographers, school staff and pupils to
our distinguished writers. We are especially indebted to Vandana Patel and Steve
Brace, who have worked to ensure access to the RGS (with IBG) collections and
expressed from the beginning a real interest in the residency and its possible readings.
We hope this will be first of many successful residencies for the Society, as the
potential interpretations of its vast collection and resources offer so much for artists
and the wider public.
Jordan Kaplan
Curator, Parabola

Denis Cosgrove delves into the mechanics of meaning in mapping the world. His
essay considers scale and, again, the subjective stance. The generalisation that is
contained within mapping systems and the evolution of Geography, Chorography
and Cosmography are all considered and delivered in a text that deconstructs the map
ornament, or Cartouche, as more than adornment and positions its historical role as a
narrator and personifier of homilies.

6

7

Previous page
Simeon Nelson, Cryptosphere, installation detail, 
Plywood, paint and galvanised sheet steel
 !  !  mm (dimensions variable)

A RT, S C I E N C E A N D F L ATL A N D

When Edwin Abbott published his Flatland: A Romance of Many Dimensions in ,
he probably had little idea of the myriad ways in which his parable would be applied
in subsequent years, and might have been even more amazed to know that his book
was still in print in .1
Abbott described his flat world, constrained to two dimensions, partly as a satire on
the hierarchical structures of Victorian society. Told by a lowly square, the tale
portrays men as polygons with different numbers of sides, ranging from the triangle
right at the bottom of the social ladder, up to the priests who have so many sides they
are effectively circular. The novella recounts the visit to Flatland of a nameless threedimensional Sphere, which of course is perceived as a circle in Flatland, only
comprehended by the narrator when he himself is taken into Spaceland. The square’s
narrative revolves round the impossibility of explaining a multi-dimensional world to
an inhabitant of Flatland, and he is mocked by his fellow Flatlanders when he
attempts to describe his own experiences of Spaceland. The square ends up
languishing in prison, remarking that “Prometheus up in Spaceland was bound for
bringing down fire for mortals, but I – poor Flatland Prometheus – lie here in prison
for bringing down nothing to my countrymen.”
Abbott’s book has inspired filmmakers, mathematicians, novelists and artists ever
since. Thinking about space and its dimensions provides a conceptual meeting place
of ideas in which the arts and sciences can happily mingle. It is therefore ironic that
the past decade has seen a revived commitment to Flatland on the part of a vocal
minority within the scientific community, insistent that the scientific account of reality
is the only one that matters, and that only scientific explanations can be rationally
justified. Spheres, complementary narratives, multi-dimensional perspectives and
Spaceland itself are all treated with suspicion. The reductionist understanding of
life’s complexities becomes the standard by which all else is judged, and in the process
the sciences are impoverished as much as the arts.

Simeon Nelson, scan of a decomposing leaf, 

But scientific Flatlanders are suspicious of the word ‘critical’, suggesting that scientific
accounts of reality are narratives that are simply ‘read off ’ from the text of nature, in
which the role of the interpreter is downplayed, and any wider meanings of the
narrative are restricted to the two-dimensional account. Some years ago Richard
Dawkins, Professor of the Public Understanding of Science at Oxford, assured a
lecture-hall full of children that “We are machines built by DNA whose purpose is to
make more copies of the same DNA...That is EXACTLY what we are for. We are
machines for propagating DNA, and the propagation of DNA is a self-sustaining
process. It is every living objects’ sole reason for living.”2 The problem of course lies
not with the science, but with that little word ‘sole’, a characteristic marker of twodimensional space. As Whitehead put it in The Function of Reason, “Scientists
animated by the purpose of proving that they are purposeless constitute an interesting
subject for study.”3

For it is in their shared critical realist stance towards the world that the scientist and the
artist often find themselves speaking a similar kind of language. Both are seeking to
tell the truth about the world. Science as much as art is shaped in the final analysis by
the way the world is, hence the ‘realist’ tag, but most scientists are only too aware that
their understanding of the world is provisional, moulded and interpreted through the
multiple lenses provided by their theories, methods and instruments, hence the
qualifying adjective ‘critical’. All data are theory-laden and no scientist sees reality in
its pure essence, any more than does the artist, but ultimately it is reality itself that has
the final say. Even at the outer edges of speculative cosmology, where the 
dimensions proposed by String Theory are put forward first of all for their
mathematical elegance, making the Sphere look very flat indeed by comparison, there
is an understanding that the day of reckoning must come, in which ways must be
found of testing the Theory.

The sciences and the arts meet most fruitfully in a multi-dimensional world in which
many different types of narrative play their role in shaping our understanding of
reality. These are not narratives randomly plucked from the air according to the whim
of the investigator, but accounts that are informed by what is touched, smelt,
measured, visualised, experienced and argued over. They are complementary, not rival
accounts. The aesthetic level of description provides insight into notions of beauty
and ugliness. The ethical level of understanding addresses the question as to what we
ought to do in the world. The scientific level of explanation deals with questions of
how things work the way they do and where they come from. Personal descriptions
provide biographical insights into our role and place in the historical narratives of our
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lives. Art mirrors society but also shapes it, the consequent dialectic subverting,
challenging and inspiring. Religious explanations address the big metaphysical
questions: Why is there something rather than nothing? Is there any ultimate meaning
or purpose in the world? What breathes life into the equations that describe the
properties of the Universe? Does God exist? We can picture these and many other
explanatory layers like slices across a cube, which in turn represents the sum total of
the reality that we call ‘life’. No one is up to the Herculean task of grasping that
totality in all its fullness all at once, so we need all the various levels of explanation to
perform their complementary functions. Works of art, novels and music can all
provide powerful exemplars of such insights, in which multiple meanings can be
discerned at different levels, each level requiring a different type of explanatory
discourse.
This year we celebrate the centenary of the birth of Jacob Bronowski, one of the great
intellectuals of the twentieth century. In her introduction to Ingenious Pursuits, his
daughter Professor Lisa Jardine describes her upbringing in the Bronowski family:
I grew up in a harmonious household in which the ‘two cultures’
coexisted peacefully. My mother’s hands shaped figures out of clay, my
father’s described for us the primitive movements of flint on stone by
which ‘man the tool-maker’ struck fire. At mealtimes, Newton’s theory of
gravitational pull and the poetry of William Blake were discussed in the
same breath... In that environment I gained the conviction that
imaginative problem-solving is at the root of all human inventiveness,
both in the sciences and the humanities.4
This was a household in which complementary levels of understanding flourished,
each being treated with respect. We are reminded of Bronowski’s own comment that
“the hand is the cutting edge of the mind.”5
Explanations at different levels generate a world of beliefs. Curiously, some of the
scientists who inhabit Flatland do not think they possess beliefs. Beliefs, in their view,
belong to the world of morality, politics, religion and art, but not to the world of
science, where we find facts and theories, but no beliefs. Yet an afternoon in any
laboratory will quickly persuade the casual visitor that the scientific enterprise involves
the holding of beliefs, though there seems no good reason to think that scientific beliefs
need be in any kind of intrinsic rivalry to moral beliefs, or aesthetic beliefs, or religious
beliefs. All make up the rich composition of the multi-layered cube, each type of
belief requiring its own form of justification depending on the norms and traditions of
those working at a particular explanatory level.
TH E S H A R E D Q U E ST FO R C O H E R E N C E

for such coherence feasible. Eugene Wigner, a Nobel Prize winner in physics, once
remarked, “the miracle of the appropriateness of the language of mathematics for the
formulation of the laws of physics is a wonderful gift that we neither understand nor
deserve.”6 An unexpected coherence seems built into the fabric of the Universe.
So good scientific theories are expected to reflect that coherence. What makes best
sense of the data? Like a hungry amoeba gobbling up morsels of food that then
become part of its single-celled body, so successful scientific theories go around
absorbing new pieces of data and rendering them coherent. But if sufficient counterevidence accumulates, eventually the theory will collapse, to be replaced by a better
version that includes the new data as well.
The Humanities tend to be wary of the grand narratives that are such a feature of
contemporary science. But here, too, the quest for coherence becomes a valuable
motivation in the creative enterprise. The artist working in the critical realist tradition
will channel their creativity in a way that is shaped and informed by the properties of
the world. Indeed, there is no other option, since we are all creatures of time and
space, light and darkness, with our  billion neurons with their  trillion synaptic
connections, operating for the most part in that tiny space within  metres of a small
planet, a minute speck in a vast universe with its  billion galaxies each with their
 billion stars. We are not gods but creatures of dust who have no other choice than
to inhabit our tiny space. The imagination may soar into outer space, but both artistic
and scientific creativity are highly constrained by the realities of our finitude.
M A P- M A K I N G I N TH E A RTS A N D TH E S C I E N C E S
Map-making provides a powerful metaphor for theory construction in both science
and the arts in which disparate data are linked up to tell a coherent story. In the
cartographic process, empirical reality meets creative insight. The mapmaker tells a
story about what they think is important to display about a particular geographical
area. The naturalist’s map is full of flora and fauna, animal population distribution,
and the locations of different habitats. The motorist’s map is crammed with roads,
towns and distances. The historian’s map has dates, battles, boundaries and
archaeological sites. They are all valid perspectives on the same geography, the same
reality.
Much can be conveyed by two-dimensional maps, but how much more with an extra
dimension. Flat tightly packed contour lines now become soaring peaks. City maps
are transformed from street names into identifiable buildings with height, colour and
perspective. Circles become spheres.

How may different sets of beliefs be justified, and can the beliefs arising from different
explanatory levels happily cohere or at least coexist under a single roof? One powerful
tool, common to both the arts and the sciences, is the common quest for coherence.
Scientists remain in awe at the underlying order of the Universe that renders the search

In the metaphorical map of the scientific theory, the scientist looks for an account that
will connect a body of data and render it coherent. For years isolated pieces of data
may litter a scientific field, ignored because they do not fit into any current theory, but
then the day comes when a new map is constructed in which the neglected data
become the star performers, now endowed with weighty significance because they fit so
well. In the process the old scientific map is not completely discarded, but instead its
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key features are absorbed into the new map. Really elegant theories use new insights to
link the new data with the old to make the new map of reality truly compelling.
Part of the great attraction of an elegant new scientific theory is its inherent beauty.
Functionally the theory may explain much and make powerful predictions that
launch a whole new research field, generating a new research community in the
process. But the reception of the novel theory will be that much quicker if, in
addition, it displays those qualities of explanatory power, elegance and frugal
simplicity that attract the coveted epithet of a ‘beautiful theory’ within the scientific
community. In this respect the theory is only reflecting the orderly properties of matter
itself. As the physicist Steven Weinberg comments, “There is reason to believe that in
elementary particle physics we are learning something about the logical structure of
the Universe...the rules that we have discovered become increasingly coherent and
universal...there is simplicity, a beauty, that we are finding in the rules that govern
matter that mirrors something that is built into the logical structure of the Universe at
a very deep level.”7
The arts and the sciences can mingle productively in the multi-dimensional world in
which there is a constant recognition that many types of map are necessary to do
justice to the ‘logical structure of the Universe’. There will no doubt always be
Flatlanders who will claim that their scientific account of reality is the only one that
counts, sticking to circles and denying the existence of Spheres. But hopefully most
people will see that there can be many valid, complementary descriptions of the same
reality that generate well-justified beliefs that not merely coexist, but flourish together
in their diversity. This is no slide into an amorphous post-modern relativism in which
anything goes, but a recognition that different types of belief about the same reality are
absolutely necessary to do it justice. An account that highlights mechanism at the
expense of meaning, or particles without considering purpose, is severely deficient, as
if the mechanic’s description of a car engine was the only one that mattered, and not
the question as to where the car was going.
The arts and the sciences may be looking through different windows, so their
perspectives on the view will be different, but both windows open on to the same
reality. Providing that we are willing to let our minds soar beyond Flatland, opening
ourselves to notions of ultimate purpose, meaning and value, then the images and
ideas gained from both types of perspective will resonate in important ways, enriching
our understanding of the world.
Dr. Denis R Alexander
Director, The Faraday Institute for Science and Religion, St Edmund’s College, Cambridge
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Scale is unavoidable in any mapping activity. Observing or representing geographical
space today, on Google Earth for example, we are able to move imperceptibly from
seeing the whole Earth to observing the details of our own back yard. The program
offers us the illusion of ascending and descending over the location we are examining,
as if we were in actual flight. But such scale flexibility is very recent, a product of
highly sophisticated computers and digital technology. For most of history, mapping
and maps have involved surveying, compilation and drafting at predetermined scales.
This constraint has reinforced the recognition that the scale at which we observe or
represent a phenomenon has significant implications for that phenomenon. Take a
coastline for example. The ocean fisherman poised on a rocky promontory is aware of
every single tiny outcrop or crevice through which the waves respire. Raising his head,
he witnesses his position as but a tiny foothold on a larger bluff, whose shape comes
into focus only by ignoring those crevices and outcropping rocks. Further away, the
cliffs and beach form a smoother curve reaching to the horizon. A mariner charting
the same coast from the deck of a ship marks the headlands and makes a sweep of the
pen to denote the bay line conjoining them. As that information is incorporated into a
larger scale map, the minor headlands disappear into the sweeping curves between
more significant promontories. The coasts represented in early mariners’ portolan charts
(among the earliest examples of empirical cartography) take the characteristic form of
scalloped lines, reflecting precisely the generalisation that scale imposes. Only at the
scale of : can a map represent the ground with true empirical accuracy – and in so
doing renders itself pointless.
Scale is critical to Simeon Nelson’s conception and representation of Cryptosphere, in
which he seeks to ‘map’ formal similarities between diverse phenomena at radically
different orders of magnitude, from the nanosphere to the universal. Paying specific
attention to the interactions that humans have with physical nature, especially in the
city, gives the scale of the human body a key significance in the work. The project
stands within a long and vital artistic tradition of revealing consistencies between
microcosm and macrocosm through form and pattern, with the human body itself
acting as a measure of all – although, unlike many earlier artists, Nelson does not see
humans as separate from the natural world, but embeds them in it. We associate this
tradition particularly with the European Renaissance and such artists as Leon Battista
Alberti, Leonardo da Vinci, Sebastiano Serlio and Andrea Palladio. In the years
before René Descartes, Francis Bacon and others pioneered a revolution in scientific
enquiry that emphasised objectivity and empiricism, imagination, speculation and
synthesis were embraced equally by science and art, so that the distinction to which
modern thought so tenaciously grasps between these two practices made little sense.
For these Renaissance artists, geometry represented the secret language of creation and
the various mathematical practices – survey, map projection, perspective, architecture
– were closely intertwined in theory and practice. For mapmakers the key theoretical
text was the second century AD Geography, composed by Claudius Ptolemy, which
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Athanasius Kircher, ‘Systema ideale quo exprimitur aquarum’
from Mundus subterraneus, 66
RGS (IBG) Collection, ref. 

was translated into Latin, printed and commented upon for over a century from .
The work emphasised two broad scales of mapping: geography mapped the world and
its major parts using a system of mathematical coordinates (latitude and longitude) to
relate the scale of one map to another in true proportion, while chorography sought to
give a picture of a locale at a scale that brought out its unique personality, ignoring its
mathematical relationship with other areas or scales. Chorography was thus an artistic
creation, and it often included written text as well as maps. Early modern
chorographic maps often look remarkably similar to topographic drawings or
landscape paintings.
To these earthbound scales, early modern cartographers added a third: cosmography,
mapping the whole cosmos, incorporating a tradition of images that reaches back to
the Middle Ages. Picturing the whole of God’s creation, cosmographic diagrams had
a distinctly religious quality to them and, indeed, they are commonly found
illustrating sacred texts and celebrating the divine authority of monarchs. The four
elements, arranged in their Aristotelian order, the planetary orbs and the fixed stars are
illustrated, and often the realm of the divine beyond the material world is depicted.
These images of the cosmos use the regularities of geometry to picture the order,
harmony and perfection of creation. The revived interest in observing and explaining
planetary motion that would lead to Copernicus, Galileo and heliocentrism brought
these maps into the same field of science as geography and chorography.
Detailed, coloured and highly elaborated, cosmographic images have a jewel-like
quality. Sometimes the Earth’s surface, at the very centre of the diagram, contains an
image of landscape: mountains, streams, forests and cities, perhaps animals and
humans – a tiny chorography at the heart of the cosmos, uniting the scales from
macrocosm to microcosm. This desire to connect the scales is reflected in the
confusing application of the term cosmography to a specific genre of landscape painting
that emerged in southern Germany in this period. Sometimes called ‘world
landscapes’, works by artists such as Albrecht Altdorfer, Joachim Patinir and later
the Bruegel family, adopt a high perspective above the curving Earth to reveal a scene
whose foreground we see in extraordinary detail, and which stretches away into
measureless distances. Another characteristic of the images is their tiny size; rarely
more than  x cm, but rendered with exceptional precision in oil. Referring to
them as cosmography gestures to the global scale they captured. As Albrecht Dürer
wrote in , “the measurements of the earth, the waters, and the stars have come to
be understood through painting”. Cosmography also recalls an ancient word play
dating from the multiple meanings of the Greek word kosmos, which could be the
whole of physical creation, the idea of order and harmony, or a jewel or female
decoration.

fascinate because they respond to a widely felt need to find a single, fixed order
throughout creation. This is a powerfully seductive idea. It has been expressed by the
greatest minds, from Plato and the Stoic philosophers in the West, through
Buddhism, Jainism and many non-literate belief systems, and has consistently found
graphic expression in diagrams and maps using complex geometrical forms, symbolic
colours and elaborate pictorial symbols to penetrate below the apparent chaos of
appearances to underlying form and order.
To the consolations of cosmography, a more challenging alternative has been
presented by some thinkers. The Latin poet Lucretius articulates an idea dating back
to Heraclitus and associated with Epicurian philosophy, that the Universe is chaotic,
made up of atoms in constant movement and interaction, which compose temporarily
into form, only to decompose and reform in time. This is an idea much more
consonant with current scientific thinking than the regularities of cosmos, but it is not
one that can easily be represented in graphic form. It is telling that Lucretius adopts
the narrative form of didactic poetry to explicate his ideas; they have not found
expression in the spatial formalities of mapping.
I am not concerned here with evaluating the relative claims of these two conceptions
of reality, except perhaps to caution against inferring too much about how the world
actually ‘is’ from our endlessly creative ability to picture it as form in our various
mappings. But it is worth noting that the symmetry that the Medieval world map
shared with the map of the cosmos was lost in the same years as the cosmographic
map lost its scientific authority. By this I mean that the image of a circular, tricontinental island in the northern hemisphere, perfectly balanced by an antipodean
continent in the southern hemisphere that had endured in some measure until
Magellan’s circumnavigation, ceded place to the world map as we know it today. A
familiar example is Abraham Ortelius’ Typus Orbis Terrarum of  – two years
before the great supernova that lent authority to Copernicus’ heliocentric theory –
which, while preserving the image of a great southern continent, reveals a random
distribution of continents and oceans. At both geographic and cosmographic scales, a
jewel-like symmetry could no longer realistically be mapped onto creation.

Abraham Ortelius,
cartouche from ‘Bresciano.
Brixiani agri typus’ from
Atlas factice, 
RGS (IBG) Collection,
ref. 6

The union of these three meanings – physical creation, order and harmony and the
jewel – offers a perfect field for the imaginative artist; and, indeed, cosmography
continued to attract the interest of artists long after its purely mathematical expression –
first in ‘world system’ diagrams and later in pure equations – replaced the
cosmographic image as the expression of scientific knowledge of the Universe. The
wonderfully elaborate seventeenth century images drawn by Robert Fludd or
Athanasius Kircher, who sought to sustain belief in a geocentric Universe, still

Ortelius’ Typus contains another element of mapping that, with a stretch of
imagination, we might claim helped sustain the connection between the map and the
jewel. This is the cartouche, a decorative device that began to appear on printed maps
in the mid-sixteenth century. Maps had always contained decorative elements, notably
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Abraham Ortelius, cartouche detail from ‘Argonautica’ ,
from Atlas factice, J Blaeu, et al. 6-6
RGS (IBG) Collection, ref. 6

the exotic trees, animals and castles that filled continental interiors or the sea monsters
that rose from the oceans. But the cartouche was an innovation among Italian
mapmakers of the s – a self-contained, decorative panel, clearly distinct from the
map contents and used by the map engraver to record information pertinent, but not
integral to, the map. Among its many uses a chief one was to indicate the map’s scale.
On Ortelius’ map, a rectangular box of restrained Classical lines below the map
encloses a quotation from Cicero that reminds the viewer that the material world is
but a distraction from the contemplation of higher matters – the Universe as a whole.
The statement is a powerful echo of cosmography on the secular world map. In the
 re-engraving of this map, made necessary by the demand for copies of the
original, the cartouche is much elaborated in a Mannerist style, with the addition of
four oculae that contain further Stoic philosophical aphorisms. Together with the
framing of the map, these elements serve to present it in the form of a bejewelled panel
such as a mirror hanging on a wall that both decorates the room and allows the looker
to contemplate their figure and face – the microcosm.
The cartouche rapidly developed into a highly flexible and elaborate element of the
baroque map where its gem-like boxes could be arranged on and around the map,
providing a volume of information beyond the patterns of land, sea and topography.
The great Dutch maps of the mid-seventeenth century offer a highly pictorial form of
cosmography, capturing the multiple facets of creation in the images surrounding the
central hemispheres: diagrams of the rival world systems, images of the four elements,
the seasons, the wonders of the ancient world, the ages of creation, and the world’s
great cities. Today, these maps are sought after and regarded as elaborate works of art
and their decorative features have inspired some of Simeon Nelson’s own work. But
we are wrong to read the cartouches and frames surrounding the geographical outline
of lands and seas as merely ‘decorative’ additions to an emerging geographical
knowledge of the Earth’s surface. They are integral to the mapping project itself. For
example, the costume portraits of men and women belonging to countries or cities
shown on the map make little sense to us today, other than to remind us of the long
association between geography and ethnography. What we should remember,
however, is that in an age where the idea of self-fashioning one’s identity was still very
new, the external appearance of the body – the mode of dress – was a critical element
in recognising and evaluating difference. This was a society with tight restrictions on
dress codes and sumptuary laws, controlling on whom and where different types of
clothing could be publicly displayed. The map allows us to connect custom and
costume (the same word in Italian) to geographical and urban space, and does so in
the form of a gem-like two-dimensional cabinet of curiosities.
The Baroque map may seem far removed from Simeon Nelson’s exploratory diagrams
and mappings. But he, too, is seeking formal and pictorial connections between the
diverse elements that make up the material and social world. While the vastness and
diversity of creation will always exceed our abilities to grasp it in its fullness,
imagination and artistry can allow some of its many facets to shine forth: selecting,
scaling, abstracting – in a word – mapping.
Denis Cosgrove
Alexander von Humboldt Professor of Geography, UCLA
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Simeon Nelson, Ornamatrix (for Sol le Witt), installation detail, 
Laser cut plywood and wood dye
 !  !  mm

R E B E C CA G E LDA R D I N C O NVE R SATI O N
WITH S I M E O N N E LS O N

As an artist currently working with an academic institution, what do you feel your
responsibility, if any, is to relate the research that informs your work to its broader
social/political/cultural contexts?
I would like the Cryptosphere exhibition to be a genuine contribution to knowledge,
though knowledge as encoded in art is difficult to define. The essays in the
accompanying publication covering science, religion, geography and the cartography
of paradise contextualise my subject which is belief; i.e. what people believe and how
this belief arises in the mind of the subject as well as in the relationships between
different systems of knowledge or ways of knowing the world.
My research at the RGS is premised on the idea that there is a conflict between two
major categories of belief at the moment: secularism and religion. This is in my view
symptomatic of what is known in philosophy as a category error. This term was
coined by philosopher Gilbert Ryle who proposed that traditional Western thinking
on mind-body dualism was a category error because the mind cannot be seen as a
‘ghost in the machine’, a thing inhabiting another thing or body; rather it is on a
higher level, a “phenomenon that emerges out of an organisation of things.”1 On one
side, some scientists are asserting that religion has been supplanted by science. On the
other, some creationists are ignoring and distorting observable aspects of the world to
fit an account of our origins that demonstrably was not so.
I see this as a confusion of logos (Science) in the Aristotelian sense of empirical
knowledge gained through observation, experimentation and logic, and mythos
(Religion), a mythic or poetic knowledge that gives insight into human nature and
helps to situate us meaningfully in a wider cosmos. Mythos and logos are different
categories with different functions. One hopefully does not literally believe a creation
myth, but recognises its potency as a poetic narrative that illuminates human
existence. Denis Alexander in his essay for this publication discusses the cult of
Scientism, or science insisting that science is the only adequate basis upon which to
think about the world. It is as much a fundamental category error to place science in
competition with metaphysics or myth.
How would you respond to the charge that your investigation into different world
belief systems and the means through which they appear to connect is motivated by
religious or moralistic intention?

‘hardening of the categories’ in her critique of a capitalist techno/scientific worldview
that sees genes and organisms as patentable commodities. This could be applied to
any narrow worldview, particularly when it reduces into extremist ideology. Moralism
implies that one’s own view is correct or superior, and that other views are not to be
tolerated. The attempt to create an ideologically based earthly paradise or ‘universal
brotherhood of peace’ usually ends in mass-death, as anyone familiar with the Jim
Jones story will know. The poem by Australian poet Jeremy Nelson is, I feel, one of
the most concise meditations on this topic in English.
Ideology
Righteous pistols
preach
to kneeling skulls. 3
Maps and data, from the RGS archive in this instance, but also a wealth of material
from other scientific and theological sources inform your working process. How
would you describe the relationship between the intellectual and physical lines of
enquiry that determine the work?
In my art college in the late s, we were exhorted by some of our tutors to think of
what we were doing as ‘praxis’ in the Marxist sense, i.e. one should make art and act
in the world as one thought politically and ethically. I found this inspiring, though I
felt that for some this meant sitting around in the café all semester and sweet-talking a
technician into producing their ‘concept’ in the last weeks before assessment! For me,
the production, theory and practice are implicated in each other. There is no split
between concept and artefact, between thinking and making. I got into a serious
argument with a fellow student, much older than me, who adhered strictly to what he
felt was a ‘conceptualist’ way of working. He felt that the production process should
not violate an absolute separation of idea and artefact. Thinking through making and
notions of beauty were suspect and a tutor told me that I had a quite bad case of
‘constructivitis’.
My research is primarily visual; I am interested, obsessed even, in how things
encode particular belief systems. I am in love with the weird ‘thingyness’ of things.
My work is trying to untangle the relationship between a lump of matter and what it
means. This primary interest in the visual is necessarily informed by extensive research
into aesthetic theory: other philosophical, artistic and scientific sources. I usually
produce a short piece of writing for each project. Maps are wonderfully encoded
containers of differing worldviews, with a rich historical and cultural discourse
around them, which it has been very illuminating to tap into.

If we can’t live in peace then let’s die in peace. We are not committing suicide – this is a
revolutionary act. Jim Jones, November , , the last day at Jonestown.

To what extent are you open to how the works are read? How necessary is it for the
viewer to enter into this research realm to understand how the conceptual is
manifested in the visual?

‘Moralistic’ has a pejorative connotation that I suppose is something my exhibition is
attempting to critique. Donna Haraway has a wonderfully taut expression for rigidly
held beliefs or ideologies: ‘epistemological arteriosclerosis’.2 She uses this notion of

I hope the work offers interest at all levels, from the kinaesthetic to the theoretical. Of
course, there is a complex interplay between the ideas in the work and the form of the
work, but I would like to think that the work is greater than the sum of its parts and
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Facsimile, ‘Ebstorf Mappa mundi’, 
RGS (IBG) Collection, ref. 

that it goes beyond the merely intellectual or the merely pretty. I think there is a serious
problem in current art discourse, which tends to see things as either pretty or
intellectual. There is no way of controlling a viewer’s interpretation and I expect that
people will read into it all sorts of things that I was not consciously considering.
The main installation is a cartographically inspired architectural grid, attempting
to contain ambiguous ornaments that, unwilling to be held by the grid’s rigid
embrace, spill out over the pavilion floor. Someone with an understanding of the
cultural significance of the grid as a symbol of Western imperialism will read this
exhibition differently to someone who does not.
The Ptolemaic, and later, the Jeffersonian grid, were powerful symbolic and
empirical aids to the expansion of European power into uncharted regions of the
world. The grid had a talismanic power to claim ownership of the wild. In America,
in the late eighteenth century, a square mile grid was thrown like a conceptual net over
the continent, disregarding mountains and other topographic features. In the sixteenth
century, the age of European exploration, the Ptolemaic grid was seen as a cipher for
the crucifix and was conflated with the Christianising of savage peoples as its
relentless geometry spread into unknown lands.4 The modular units of my grid are
arranged as a sort of cruciform crystalline pyramid, which loosely references various
types of sacred architectural geometry from the stupa to the cathedral. It is organised
vaguely as a human body, with head, feet and outstretched arms somewhat like the
Ebstorf map from , in which the Christ figure encompasses the world, head in
the East, feet and hands at the other cardinal points. There are portals or frames on
each side organised to the same modular grid. They are my response to the attempts of
early modern cartographers to fit the Earthly Paradise within the earthly sphere,
which often resulted in a weird non-place: part of and yet not part of the Earth. The
ornaments spilling over the floor are based on numerous sources, from the baroque
cartouches on seventeenth century maps to the biological illustration of Ernst Haeckel
and the three-pronged worlds of medieval cartography. They could be read as being
part of the expansion or as fleeing from it.
C RYP TO S P H E R E
There are other levels of reading as well, and perhaps what distinguishes the art object
from theoretical writing are the multiple readings that can simultaneously inhabit a
given work. This is why I feel that my title Cryptosphere (Gk. krypte, hidden, secret
fem. of kryptos L. Sphæra globe, celestial sphere, from Gk. Sphaira, globe) is so
pertinent to these multiple layers of overlapping meaning and intent. I see the
Cryptosphere as a liminal zone between the objective and the subjective, it is the
sphere of that which is normally hidden and contains deeper structures and
relationships beyond superficial appearance. It is elusive – its boundaries are
indeterminate. It is perturbed by observation or by any attempt to define it. It hovers
on the periphery of vision and vanishes with any attempt to bring it into focus.
The Cryptosphere is scalar. It maps the anatomical to the chorographic to the
geographic and the geographic to the cosmographic; the human onto the urban, the
urban to the planetary. As Gottfried Leibniz noted in The Monadology, “Each portion
of matter may be conceived as a garden full of plants and a pond full of fish. But
every branch of every plant, every member of each animal and every drop of their
liquid parts is in itself likewise a similar garden or pond.”5
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father (pater) to pattern and mother (mater) to matter, which my installation to some
extent addresses. This dualism has suffused Western culture and is only now being
reconciled to the reality of the fact that women are patternmakers as much as men. My
use of ornament is a revolt against such exclusivity. My intuition is that all agents,
human/non-human and systems, natural/cultural, are composite and constantly crosscontaminate each other. The ribosomes in human cells are foreign bacteria that took
up permanent residence in our distant ancestors aeons ago and have merged with their
host organism as it evolved. Similarly, the profusion of pop, cult, folk, ethnic,
historicist and other styles of depiction and representation that swirl around us as we
navigate the pluralistic cacophony of the world, are inextricably implicated in each
other. Teasing out particular aesthetic threads and interpreting their ideological,
religious or other significance is a primary task of the artist. But one has to be careful
because as John Muir, the seminal Scottish environmentalist once noted, “When we
try to pick out anything by itself we find it hitched to everything in the universe.”7

The Cryptosphere is topological: it is the sphere of properties of form that remain
invariant under distortion. It is the perception of subtle relationships not immediately
apparent. The Cryptosphere is cybernetic: it is composed of interacting systems and
its denizens are machines, organisms and networks held in a dynamic balance by laws
of attraction and repulsion.
The Cryptosphere contains the mythical, hidden places that are nearly impossible
to pinpoint on maps. The Earthly Paradise, Utopia, El Dorado, Elysium, Shambala,
Hell, etcetera defy any reductive logic. Paradise was considered to have no weather. It
has a static, temperate clime without wind or storm or excessive heat or cold. Only in
Paradise is a perfect balance of heat and cold attained, because Paradise is not of this
world and yet there it is on innumerable mappae mundi, situated the furthest east at
the beginning of time. Travellers to Paradise notice that as they get closer that time
slows down and lengthens to infinity as they approach the threshold.
In an unfinished classic of twentieth century French literature, René Daumal’s
Mount Analogue, the narrator sets sail in the yacht Impossible to search for Mount
Analogue, the geographically located, yet hidden, sacred mountain that reaches to
heaven. Mount Analogue is shrouded by a sort of Einsteinian singularity; if one sails
straight toward it, one is inexorably diverted around the edge even though the compass
indicates that the boat is sailing straight toward the peak. Daumal’s mountain
represents a way to higher consciousness and is a profound allegory of the spiritual
quest. We are left in a state of permanent suspension, as Daumal died mid-sentence
just as his characters were entering the final phase of the climb, which perhaps could
itself be seen as an allegory of the spiritual state of Western culture.6 Googling
‘Cryptosphere’ recently, I discovered that I was not the first to coin the term. It is used
in biology and forestry to denote the rich ecosystem formed by the thin transitional
layer between the earth and the fallen leaves on the forest floor. I think this is
beautifully analogous to my project. These rotting leaves are in a process of transition
from respiring arboreal leaf livid with sap, to the anaerobic darkness of the chthonic
earth. The leaf ’s passage through this liminal cryptosphere breaks it down to its
constituent elements and redistributes its matter and energy to the astounding bestiary
resident within: the invertebrates, worms, arachnids, bacteria, and other species yet to
be named by science.
The leaf illustrated on page  is one I picked up off a forest floor in Australia,
and its fragile structure seems to contain rescaled versions of the world from urban
street layouts to patterns of human settlement within the landscape.
How would you describe the ideological point of exchange between the very formal,
Modernist physicality and the use of ornament in your work?
This is a fascinating area for me, bringing up questions of worldview again. In much
of the literature on Modernism, the abstract is positioned as masculine and the
decorative as feminine. By ‘feminising’ a ‘masculine’ abstract ordering system, I am
trying to subvert this way of thinking and perhaps have fun with these principles
within myself. Of course, ornament is a highly formal system in its own right. Owen
Jones’s  propositions on the use of ethnographic and historicist ornament were
highly prescriptive for a generation of nineteenth century designers and had a
moralising tone the equal of any of the more rigid Modernist injunctions of Le
Corbusier or Mies van der Rohe. There is a relationship between the etymology of
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The ways in which you appropriate visual art and design techniques invariably
remind one of how ornament or stylistic invention is misappropriated in the public
realm. There is a definite sense of play, or even the tongue-in-cheek about these works,
but where do you sit on the issue of authenticity?
The funniest humour is sometimes said to be that which is informed by the most
insightful apprehension of the most difficult or unpalatable aspects of human
existence.
A multitude of stylistic impulses impact on my work. One cannot make work any
more that is naïve to the narrative of the degraded meanings of styles. We live in a
world of copies of transcriptions of copies going back through so many
cultural/historical iterations that the original is lost if there ever was one (there were
probably more than one).
When attempting to purchase some razor wire for this exhibition at Homebase
recently, I came across a selection of garden gnomes on sale. Examining their cheery
little faces and booted rotundity, the idea of the garden gnome as a deracinated and
distant echo of a once potent mythic nature spirit came to mind. It can apparently be
traced right back to German pre-Christian paganism.8 Contemporary expressions
like this cannot be properly understood without historical context and also without an
attitude of openness and engagement.
1.
2.
3.
4.

5.
6.
7.
8.

Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, The University of Chicago Press, 
Donna Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millenium_FemaleMan_Meets_OncoMouse: Feminism and
Technoscience, Routledge, 
Jeremy Nelson, Visions and Revisions: selected poems 1974-1994, Sydney Grammar School Press, 
Samuel Y Edgerton, Jr., ‘From Mental Matrix to Mappamundi to Christian Empire: The Heritage of
Ptolemaic Cartography in the Renaissance’ in Art and Cartography, ed. David Woodward, University of
Chicago Press, 
Gottfried Leibniz, The Monadology () Discourse on Metaphysics and The Monadology, Dover
Publications, 
René Daumal, Mount Analogue (), Shambhala Pocket Editions, 
John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra (), Dover Publications, 
Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory, Vintage, 
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Simeon Nelson, prototype for Cryptosphere floor element, 
Galvanised sheet steel
 !  !  mm

O R N A M E NTA L G R I D LO C K

Simeon Nelson’s self-described ‘maximalist’ practice has unashamedly minimalist
leanings. In sculptures, installations and wall reliefs, he describes the point of crux
between an anarchic sense of viral growth as witnessed in nature and a Modernist
approach to the imposition of order. Pared down cell structures and distilled grid
forms situate art historical concerns within a larger, scientific landscape. Notions of
the grand design and elements of domestic stylism collide in ambiguously scaled
objects that appear to shift in focus from macrocosmic to microscopic concerns.
Ornamental details, meanwhile, hint at religious and folkloric symbolism while
distracting the eye from the inherent formality of each piece’s core structure.
Whether site-specific commission, like the structurally infectious  Cactal – a
cellular form that appears to be a ‘digital ivy’ growing over two sides of the Institute
of Digital Innovation, University of Teesside, Middlesborough – or gallery project
like Nelson’s  Wall Zip-cum-vertebrae of a beautifully gutted architectural
animal, the tongue-in-cheek monumentalism of certain works invokes an immediate
physical response that at first spec makes them perfect fodder for public consumption.
This issue of scale, however, is but one element of a mode of aesthetic subterfuge.
There is something of the honey-trap about the way Nelson incorporates notions of
the feminine within his sculptures, but often it’s the object’s resemblance/relationship
to building and domestic design that prove the most disarming facets along the path to
intellectual engagement. No matter how complex the ideas or oblique the references
upon which each work is built, this inherent playfulness consistently provides a portal
back into the fact that art is first and foremost about the visual.
Notions of mapping and the systematisation of knowledge underpin Nelson’s
ongoing investigation into pre-and post-empirical worldview frameworks.
Inextricably bound to this philosophically driven enquiry is a material fascination
with the unintentional means through which different belief structures correlate.
Nelson’s Cryptosphere, as a series of physical objects, makes manifest his personal
navigation of ‘evidence’ connecting the worlds of science, religion and philosophy.
Operating between disciplines, the artist becomes new world informant reporting
back from journeys through the many layers of a pluralistic society.
Nelson’s recent works convey the pioneer spirit and expressive power of map-making;
a power described by Christian Jacob in The Sovereign Map as, “…authoritative,
ontological power: simply drawing a world as it is, as it should be, as it cannot be
other than it is depicted; drawing the world as a society, a cultural milieu, or [as]
professional users need it to be.”i Nelson’s objectification of the cartographic view
borrows such ideological standpoints and their inherent sense of artistic licence –
something one might expect from attempts to visually represent the unknown. The
experience and depiction of geographical spaces and imaginary constructs appear to
coexist: in art as in the world of maps, the viewer is afforded multiple perspectives in
and above ‘spheres’ of interest.
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Simeon Nelson, tracing of an arabesque, CAD drawing, 

reliant upon the other: the structure appears to support the rampant spread of
ornament to the point of being partially consumed by it, while the separate cubes of
its self-assembly bulk are actually held together by little red segments of decorative
detail. There is nothing superficial about the role of the ornamental here – an acidic
pathological presence that has burnt or eaten its way through layers of ply leaving a
precise trail of moth-hole portals. Nelson acknowledges, with this fusion of motifs,
the historical transition from Modernist maligning of the decorative to its reemergence in the Post-modern era (as evidenced through the Pop, Feminist and
Pattern and Decorative art movements, for example).
Rosalind Krauss’ critical voice is central to art discourse describing this shift, and the
evolution of the grid as a representational trope, “The grid’s mythic power is that it
makes us able to think we are dealing with materialism (or sometimes science, or
logic) while at the same time it provides us with a release into belief (or illusion, or
fiction).”ii And matters of faith are never far away when observing Nelson’s curious
combination of sacred and scientific forms rendered in ways reminiscent of their
(mis)appropriation within mass culture. The ecclesiastical, organised presence of the
object brings to mind the word ‘clerical’ as that which connects routine earthly
administration and higher spiritual calling. From one optically charged moment to the
next, one might associatively leap across this art historical matrix from the Alhambra,
to IKEA. High-cultural ideals jostle with notions of commercial desire offering
moments of critical eclipse between Western and other cultures’ codification of
meaning. This spiky systemic form (echoed in much of Nelson’s previous work)
inspires the belief that it could, at any moment, begin to self-replicate, begging the
question of how and from where it is most appropriately viewed.
When describing the philosophical difference between subject and object in The
Parallax View, Slavoj Žižek notes, “…at its most radical, the object is that which objects,
that which disturbs the smooth running of things.”iii Nelson’s observations may serve
to physically unify polar ideologies in the mind’s eye, but once converted into actual
object form, they become a discordant entity from whose poky indexical proposition
one might feasibly interpret a range of human contradictions. The rigorous physical
standards of Modernism appear structurally compromised by decorative intention, as
if this expansive network of paradoxically lethal, outsized children’s Jacks has been
recently pimped by a medievalist interior designer. The repetitive, infinite sensibility of
the design, meanwhile, alludes to the omnipresence of ornament in Islamic culture
and Nelson’s fascination with the philosophy of interrelatedness as described by the
‘deep ecology’ perspective (that considers humans part of their environment) of
modern preservationist John Muir.
The idea that this cuboid entity might potentially be a fragment of a larger whole – a
mere chiselled chip off a giant intergalactic craft – is swiftly relegated to the mental
back burner by the sizeable pieces of ornate metal extending from the main structure
like sections of a giant puzzle across the floor. Curly architectural facets derived from
graphic depictions of baroque cartouches and diagrammatic floral forms bring the
focus back to the cartographic in ways that truly undermine the talismanic lure of the
grid. But one almost has to conceive of the central component as an individual work
before being able to make sense of the connection between the two. For the extraneous
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‘Mappamonde D’Andrea Bianco dressée en 6’ in Vicomte de Santarem Atlas,
-
RGS (IBG) Collection ref. 

G AYH U R ST C O M M U N IT Y S C H O O L , H AC K N EY, LO N D O N
An integral aspect of Cryptosphere was the sharing of information:
between academics, artists, special interest groups, school children
and, ultimately, a wider public base. Developing an interest in
what geography can mean for young people became a realisable
goal through the development of a two-week series of workshops
with Year  pupils at Gayhurst Community School, Hackney,
London.

Gayhurst is one of London’s most ethnically diverse primary
schools, with nearly half its pupils speaking English as an
additional language. Working with a standard Mercator political
world map, children were asked to identify where their families
came from, physically marking the map to create an image of
contemporary population movement.
Children were invited to develop their own ideas about ways of
mapping space and time through exercises that asked them to create
maps of the longest journeys they had undertaken. These maps were
not limited to a specific media: words, drawings and collage all
worked together to build stories about children’s journeys and their
emotional, sensual and intellectual responses to travel.

Taking into account the school curriculum’s focus on ‘The Global
Swapshop’, and working in consultation with Headteacher Diane
Roome, Year  teachers Rachel Townsend and Brian Nelder and
teaching assistants, workshops considered travel, trade, diaspora,
the built environment and the natural world. Each session opened
with a talk outlining the day’s learning goals, presenting images
from Nelson’s research and work as well as archival resources
loaned by the Royal Geographical Society (with the Institute of
British Geographers) archives.

A guided tour of nearby London Fields, in which pupils mapped
the spaces while paying attention to scale, topography and distance,
culminated in refined maps that included keys detailing information
about various experiences of different locations within the green
space.

Discussions about perspective and distortion were aided by the
presentation of different map projections of the same land mass.
Children were able to see the shifting proportions of familiar
continents as each projection was presented and went on to
discover for themselves some of the problems cartographers
encounter when attempting to reduce a three dimensional form
into a two dimensional image. Pupils were able to create their own
globes using gore patterns and found that creating a perfect sphere
from a flat piece of paper was an impossible task!

A walking tour of the busy shopping precincts of Mare Street and
Broadway Market, in which pupils interviewed shopkeepers, asking
where they came from, how long they had lived or worked in
Hackney and what product or service they sold, resulted in the
construction of a ‘supermap’ of the area in which data was collated
and considered.
A screening of Charles and Ray Eames’  Powers of Ten, a short
film detailing the relative scale of the Universe using a logarithmic
scale (originally suggested by Kees Boeke) considered new ways of
understanding the macro and micro world. Children developed
their own maps, moving in scale from an overview of their homes to
the tiniest things in their rooms.
During the workshops, children, teachers and carers worked
together to build new understandings about geography and its
relevance in their daily lives. New skills were developed and
explored, and ideas about the potential overlapping of art and
science were considered. Perhaps most importantly, children were
encouraged to question received knowledge, placing themselves in a
central role as engaged and interested young geographers.
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‘Mappamonde de cosmas Indieopleustes du VIe siècle qui se trouve
dans un Mss. du Ixème’ in Vicomte de Santarem Atlas, -
RGS (IBG) Collection ref. 

TH E I N N E R S O U N D O F S PAC E

In , the Russian Avant-Garde artist Mikhail Matiushin wrote, “Artists have
always been knights, poets, and prophets of space.” He saw Cubism raising “the flag
of the New World, of the new learning about the merging of time and space”,
providing a means to depict the unseen beauty of the cosmos.1 During the twentieth
century, many artists sought to look behind the external appearances of space.
Another Russian, the painter and theorist Wassily Kandinsky, claimed that he was
looking for the secret soul of reality, and recommended his fellow-artists turn their
attention to the inner sound of things.2 The Dutch artist Piet Mondriaan aimed to
depict ‘pure form’.3 For the German painter Franz Marc, the aim of art was to reveal
the unearthly life dwelling behind everything.4 The Swiss painter and writer Paul
Klee confided that he was “looking for a distant point at the origin of creation.”5 He
wrote that the artist’s task was “to penetrate to the region of that secret place where
primeval power nurtures all evolution. There, where the power-house of all time and
space – call it brain or heart of creation – activates every function; who is the artist
who would not dwell there? In the womb of nature, at the source of creation, where
the secret key to all lies guarded.”6 In the twenty-first century, Simeon Nelson has
launched his own visual bridge to the unknown, giving visible form to a
‘Cryptosphere’. He has built a cruciform structure that frames and fills empty space,
while combining the constructed order of an abstract coordinate system with the selforganising aesthetic of cartouche-like ornaments. Nelson declares that, to emphasise
the infinite richness of reality and the failure of any human attempt to structure
comprehensive knowledge about it, he has taken his inspiration from maps.
This is not surprising. Maps display the territory but are not the territory. Maps
represent the world but transform the world, simplify it, manipulate it. Maps trap a
multi-dimensional and ever-changing reality in abstract graphic symbols. They
compress truth, hold hidden meanings, require imaginative reading, just like any
work of art. Like any work of art, a map is a lie that makes us realise the truth.7 The
subtleties and ambiguities involved in the relationship between map and territory,
representation and reality, have been abundantly and variously explored by map
historians, who have stressed the difficulties of representation encountered by
cartographers, and the resultant imperfection of all maps: everybody acknowledges
now that “every map is a compromise.”8 To tell us some truth, however, the
cartographic lie has often hinted quite explicitly at the unknown, featuring empty
spaces or referring to the inaccessible, thus becoming truly comprehensive precisely by
urging map viewers to stretch their imagination and step from sign to mystery.
The most obvious reference to the unknown on a map would be a blank space, in
Joseph Conrad’s words, “a blank space of delightful mystery – a white patch for a
boy to dream gloriously over.”9 The depiction of unknown territory on maps has an
interesting history. Early modern cartographers were fully aware of the existence of
unknown regions, that they labelled as terra incognita, covered with long inscriptions,
or, as Jonathan Swift wrote with some irony, “with savage pictures fill their gaps; / and
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The fact that Medieval world maps include both temporal and spatial dimensions
explains why and how they can accommodate a cartographical paradox that also
intrigues and inspires Simeon Nelson: the Garden of Eden or Earthly Paradise, the
ideal and perfect habitat for mankind. The enchanting place where, as reported in the
Book of Genesis, the first human couple lived in a blissful state of perfection, was
believed to continue to exist somewhere on Earth and featured on Medieval maps of
the world. The Garden of Eden was placed both at the dawn of time and in the
sunrise of space, being both an event, the Fall of Adam at the beginning of history,
and a place, the region of the Earth in the furthest east. Paradise on Earth was
different from this world and yet part of it, a place in the past, and a place in the east,
a place on Earth but not of the Earth. The garden had been sealed: mankind had been
banished from it. At the same time, from within Eden, the four rivers mentioned in
Genesis, the Tigris, the Euphrates, the Gihon and the Pison (.-, the latter
usually identified as the Nile and the Ganges) flowed outside to water the Earth and
make life possible. This ambiguity marked the mystery of a paradise simultaneously
open and inaccessible, here and beyond, located in existing geography and lost in a
distant ‘nowhere’.
‘Mappemonde dressée par Fra Mauro, cosmographie Vénetien, par ordre d’Alphonse V,
Ro De Portugal’ in Vicomte de Santarem Atlas, -
RGS (IBG) Collection, ref. 

o’er unhabitable downs / place elephants, for want of towns”.10 It was, however,
between the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that the blank space fully flourished
in European cartography as an explicit indication of a gap in geographical
knowledge.11 The comprehensive recognition of such gaps was a stage of a process
known by the mapmaker to be continuous, as he expected the outline to be completed,
not necessarily by himself, but by someone else, on another map. The blank space on
maps was a ‘non-finito’ consciously calling for completion.
There is, however, an ‘unfinished’ in time as well, that could be accepted as an
inherent cartographical element and indeed charted on a world map, as it is on the
mappae mundi of the Middle Ages. Medieval world maps are chronicles of human
history displayed on geographical space, which call for completion in the sense that
the whole course of the historical process displayed on them is waiting for its ultimate
ending: the impending replacement of time by eternity. There are various features on
maps that could refer to such an end: a depiction of the second coming of Christ; the
inclusion in north-east Asia of the apocalyptic tribes of Gog and Magog; an allusion
to Enoch and Elijah, identified in Medieval tradition with the two witnesses destined
to fight the Antichrist; the distribution over all inhabited regions of the burial places
of the apostles, sent out to convert all peoples to Christianity before the end; the
depiction of the earthly city of Jerusalem in accordance with the apocalyptic
description of the heavenly city. Finally, the fact that mankind, that had started its
historical development in the primordial east, had reached the western limits of the
Earth, filling all the available space known to Western cartographers at the time, was
also a confirmation of the imminent end. On Medieval mappe mundi the ‘finito’ of
space point to the ‘non-finito’ in time that would soon be replaced by the ‘in-finito’ of
eternity.12
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Curiously, the Medieval paradox of a paradise on Earth seems to find an echo in
modern atomic physics. The realisation of the way in which subatomic matter does
not exist with certainty at definite places, but shows ‘tendencies to exist’ in various
regions, always oscillating between existence and non-existence, is reminiscent of the
impossibility of pinpointing the exact location of the earthly paradise. The fact that
paradise belonged to history but was believed to exist still, somewhere in a virtual
present, brings to mind the conversion, taking place within the atom, of the temporal
sequence into simultaneous coexistence, a conversion that produces a timeless space of
a higher dimension, where past, present and future are given en bloc; also in our
common experience it is possible to look back into the past: when we look at distant
stars, we are seeing them as they were millions of years ago. Moreover, in many
Medieval legends, we learn of fortunate pilgrims experiencing the earthly paradise for
only a brief instant, while on the outside many decades or several generations elapse in
the human world. A physicist today would say that the Garden of Eden existed on
Earth, but in a time-space continuum of its own. In fact, according to modern
physics, time flows at different rates in different parts of the Universe, depending on
the frame reference of the observer. It seems a series of paradoxes belong to the
intrinsic nature of paradise (and of subatomic reality), paradoxes that point to a unity
of opposites to be found on a higher plane.
With his Cryptosphere, Simeon Nelson explores the paradoxical dynamic between
controlling laws and the free and beautiful variety of natural patterns, between
crystallisation in rigid geometric form and the flowing system of the formative forces
behind vegetative and animal life. He is interested in the work of the mapmaker, who
measures, classifies, aims for clear definitions, but discovers all the limitations and the
relativity of his conceptual and rational knowledge. Anytime the map is mistaken for
the territory, paradise becomes Hell, dream nightmare, and the inebriating utopia of
freedom the oppressive slavery of totalitarianism. The dynamic interplay of polar
opposites is the object of another contemporary sculptor interested in the mystery of
space, Anish Kapoor, who was inspired by the bright colours that he saw in the
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Thomas Burnet, frontispiece for The Sacred Theory of the Earth, 6
RGS (IBG) Collection, ref. 6

Augustine of Hippo, noted that these miracles created wonder because they were rare
and unique events; but nobody paid attention to the power of a grain which bloomed
in the wheat every harvest or to the fact that every year the rain-water was transformed
into wine.16 Miracles are everywhere, ordinary miracles occur under everybody’s eyes.
Let us be amazed at every corner, let us be surprised by every moment, let us share the
artist’s inspiration to be “in love with the weird ‘thingyness’ of things.”
Dr. Alessandro Scafi
Warburg Institute, University of London
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