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As Walter OnG has observed in his Orality & Liter-
acy: The Technologizing of the Word (1982), "Feck-
nologles are not mere exterior aids bur also interior
transformations of consciousness” (1982): they
heighten awareness and naderstanding precisely by
introducing distance between the mind and a natu-
ral miliew, thus emabling new ways of perceiving
and knowing. The central aspect of the mediation
process is thus space itself and the ways in which
space is modnlated to convey not only information
proper, but also information about how we relate to
the content and medinm of the message. Looking at
the evidence of early maps and print texts, the dra-
ma associated with the interiorization of their sym-
metrically displayed information fields unfolds lar-
gely outside these fields, on the border, on the edge.
Architecture, perhaps the premier arena for the
concretization of perceived spatial relations, offers
ample testimony to the reality and symbolic power
of inside-outside spatial divisions: witness, for ex-
ample, the grotesqueries which sdorn the exterior,
the wicked realm heyond, of Gothic cathedrals. Pre-
cisely by portraying bizarre hybrids of incongruous
clements, these grotesque figures and symbols in-
corporate, embody the cognitive tension unfolding
and being assimilated at the interface of diverse se-
miotic domains. As Tusn comciudes in his momo-
graph Space and Place: The Perspective of Experi-
ence (1977), "The built environment, like language,
has the power to define and refine sensibility. It can
sharpen and enlarge consciousness. Without archi-
tectire feelings about space must remain diffuse and
Sleeting® (107). It is the ebjective of this investigati-
on to examine, specifically, these 'feelings about

space' as registered in early print maps and texts, a
focus which by no means excludes examination of
earlier manuscript texts to the extent that compari-
sons are instructive. The emphasis is on print docu-
ments precisely becaunse here, much more so than in
chirographic products --themselves frequently em-
hellished with lavish, and revealing, marginalia-.
space, in the form of the orderly and fixed arrange-
ment of elements, reigns supreme.

The abiding concern of this study is the issue of space,
specifically the ways in which space is perceived, experi-

enced, and represented. While I focus initially on graphic
manifestations of apparent 'feelings about space’ as regi-

stered in early maps and print documents, I hope to show
that these observations can be profitably extended to the
new and rapidly developing study of virtual environ-
ments and software interfaces where, as with artistically
embellished maps and manuscripts, the fields of art, ar-
chitecture, and graphic design felicitously converge to
advance understanding and enhance retention of informa-
tion displayed in a variety of multi-media arrays. Infor-
mation, it seems, must always be somewhere, must be
correlated, whether directly or indirectly, with some spa-
tial configuration in order to bring consciousness into
relief.

In the case of early maps the presence of abundant arti-
stic embellishments clearly serves to Jocate’ the diagram-
matically depicted information within such familiar
knowledge schemata as pepular lore and classical mytho-
logy, and of course at the same time signals an outright
hazy state of knowledge of many geographical boundari-
es. For that matter, virtually any information field is, with
respect to those perceiving it, embedded in some lesser
known field, the particulars of which are filled in by the
imagination. Again, since information must be felt as
being located somewhere, the construction of illusions is
essentially inevitable. Commenting on the contextualiza-
tion of local- within more giobal information fields,
Tuan, in his book Space and Place: The Perspective of
Experience, reasons that "Knowledge of this hazy field is
not redundant. Though inaccurate and dyed in phan-
tasms, it is necessary to the sense of reality of one's empi-
rical world. Facts require contexts in order to have mea-
ning, and contexis invariably grow fuzzy and mythical
around the edges” (1977:88). Precisely for this reason it
is the edges, the borders of maps and manuscripts, which
function as veritable ‘conversion zones' mediating betwe-
en the known and the unknown, or at least between the
presumed and the prescribed. It is here that the drama as-
sociated with the interiorization of displayed information
unfolds, here that unfathomable distances and dimensi-
ons yield to the scale of that which is more readily
graspable, a circumstance which, paradoxically, often has
the end effect of ‘marginalizing' the information field

proper.

With the advent of print technology the idea that infor-
mation is fixed in space, is focated somewhere’ was pro-
foundly intensified, as evident, for example, in countless
title pages, line arrangements, map cartouches and the
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like where the integrity of the word is subordinated to
exigencies of spatial display; the meaning and relative
importance of words and even proper names is strictly
secondary to their spatial arrangement on the page. In es-
sence, the process, launched by writing, of perceiving
words as visual images, fixed in space, rather than exclu-
sively as auditory images, passing through space, is
vastly accelerated and standardized by print technology.
With print the information ir every document receives a
precise form and fixed position in inmumerable identical
exemplars, a boon to texts and even more so to maps,
where exactitude in the depiction of spatial relations is,
after all, critical. Technology has, in this instance, clearly
penetrated into and altered consciousness by intrusively
directing information away from the auditory and funne-
ling it, instead, along the visual sensory channel, crea-
ting, in the process, a heightened sense of space and spa-
tial relations in which, in terms of a natural milieu, the
visual sense is disproportionately privileged. This newly
solidified relationship of text to space is additionally be-
tokened by the development of ‘access software’, as it
were, including title pages themselves (which replaced
the simple incipit of manuscript books), chapter heads
and running heads, and detailed alphabetically arranged
indexes to the loci of included information. Again, what
looms large here, as with maps, is the organization, mea-
surement and display of information whose fixity in
space is guaranteed principally by its occupying the same
position in any number of invariant copies. To quote
Walter ONng, author of several texts aimed at elucidating
these matters, "Print encouraged the mind to sense that
its possessions were held in some sort of inert mental
space” (1982:132).

This association of information with space, with locati-
ons, while clearly boosted along by print technology, in
fact has its analog in the Greek and Roman mnemo-
technic art of imagining a body of information as being
deposited in specific sections of some landscape or edi-
fice through which one would mentally ‘walk’ in the
course of recailing that information, This method of con-
structing so-called ‘memory theaters’, of associating in-
formation with explicit architectural or landscape structu-
res, forms a bridge, as it were, from the conception of in-
formation spatialized in print maps and documents to the
emerging area of cyberspace and concems with con-
structing user interfaces which mirror real life environ-
ments. Moreover, this analogy with early mnemotechnics
calls attention to the importance of constructing cognitive
maps as a means of navigating ever more multifaceted
software contrived for managing ever more complex in-
formation domains. Common to both memory theaters
and interface metaphors is the denomination of orien-
teering information in spatial terms.

This metainformation is most usefully cast in the form of
such familiar metaphors of space and place as cities,
landscapes, desktops, and, to cite what has become the
most discussed metaphor of ordered flow systems, hig-
hways, each with its myriad potential appurtenances.
Thus the process of locating a specific file can be readily
allegorized in terms such ag sidestreet, cul-de-sac, bank,
park and the like, whereby, additionally, intuitive and

iconic correlates could be exploited to buttress associati-
on chains in a given cognitive map. A finance file, for ex-
ample, might usefolly be Tocated’ firstly in the realm at-
tached to a specific building icon, and, more explicitly, to
that virtnal building already conventionally identified
with finances, the ‘bank'.

In essence this is just what the symbol-cluttered borders
of early maps and documents made possible: a way of re-
lating to the encoded information about space via itlusi-
on, via reference to familiar metaphors and symbols
which could be grasped together in such a fashion as to
set in motion a narrative, a cognitive map, reflecting the
user's own imagined linkages. As for the symbols and
images themselves, these were, from the twelfth to the
fourteenth century, for the most part impromptu drawings
and doodles which could perhaps be seen as derivative of
formal illuminations even though, in their capacity to en-
capsulate critical commentary on the text or circumstan-
ces attending interaction with the text, these often quite
intricate arabesques far exceeded any mere decorative
function. And while it is true that eclectic ornamentation
figured prominenily in the efforts of sixteenth- and se-
venteenth-century Dutch and Flemish cartographers
sheerly to enhance the appeal, and thus marketability, of
their maps (WELU in Woobwarp 1987:173), this does
not change the fact that these symbols and images had
this appeal precisely because, even as they pieased esthe-
tically, they also facilitated the kind of illusions
necessary to 'digest’ and contextualize the information
surface.

As unique biends of cartography, art, and assorted em-
blems, maps --most conspicuously highly embellished
early maps-- are truly multimedia information surfaces,
and, as such, invite comparison with current multimedia
technologies, The analogy is all the more cogent when
we congider that both have a paramount stake in the issue
of space, specifically how space --or, for that matter, cy-
berspace-- is perceived, experienced and represented. In
his book The Power of Maps Dennis Woop proposes a
model of the signification process in maps which empha-
sizes both their informative and mythic aspects. He sees
the map as being essentially a focusing device between
two planes of signification: intrasignification comprising
iconic, tectonic, linguistic, temporal and presentational
codes, and extrasignification comprising thematic, histo-
rical, rhetorical, topic and utilitarian codes:

As a medium of language (in the broadest sense) [the
map) serves as a visual analogue of phenomena, atiribu-
tes, and spatial relations... It seems to inform, with unim-
peachable dispassion, of the objects and events of the
world. As myth, however, it refers to itself and to its ma-
kers, and to a world seen quite subjectively through their
eyes. It trades in values and ambitions; it is politicized.
{1992:116) The mythic element in maps, present since
ancient times when the world as then conceived was as-
warm with all manner of mythical beast and monstrous
peoples, persists in modern spatially configured informa-
tion displays, even if less explicitly. If only through such
subtleties as color palette, icon selection, design features,
and mottos, modern maps often speak volumes about the
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attitudes and values their makers attach to the depicted
space. And while such a cartography-mythology hybrid
as BUNTING's 1585 map of Asia drawn in the form of
PEGasuUs may strike us ag singularly curious, we seem to
have no difficulty whatsoever accepting and utilizing
such ‘mythical’ software features as ‘'magic doors' and
other teleporting devices to facilitate the navigation of
complex information fiefds. Each case demonstrates a
willingness to suspend disbelief, to indulge illusion, in
order to ‘get a fix on’ the target information, invariably
conceived as being “focated’ somewhere, This can be rea-
dily likened to ‘feelings about space’ which evolved in
step with print technology which, with its fixed margins,
running heads, and indices, situated information in a spe-
cific place within a domain of invariant copies, As Wal-
ter ONg points out in his Orality and Literacy, “Print en-
cowraged the mind to sense that its possessions were held
in some sort of inert mental space” (1982:132). Put
another way, whether speaking of texts, maps, or soft-
ware interfaces, in each case there is a virtual mapping of
semantic dimensions onto spatial dimensions, of informa-
tion ‘space’ onto physical space. Clearly it is space itself
which is being modulated to be beth a conduit for infor-
mation and a basis for generating metainformation ad-
dressing all aspects of information access, storage, and
recall.

The economy of the edge is perhaps best characterized,
then, as a kind of conversion zone for the configuring
and anchering of information in space, as a regime whe-
re, through intermapping between semantic space and in-
formation space, new information hierarchies are achie-
ved which enable understanding and facilitate the
establishment of useful interconnections.

While much remains to be done to lay bare the myriad
complexities of the mental mechanisms involved, 1 hope
to have at least made clear that a common process of
committing information to spatial matrices can be de-
tected in the borders and layout technigues of early maps
and documents, and that an understanding of this process
proffers valuable insights into the nature and functioning
of spatial metaphors in other areas, notably in evolving
sofiware interfaces designed to facilitate the navigation
of computerized information fields. This seems to be
where we are at the moment,
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