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Portions of the following are based on an interview with
Richard Cloward on April 25, 2014.

“People use maps every day. Maps are part of the warp
and weave of our lives. Our mental maps get us through the
house, to work— every day we make or use maps to navigate
our world,” according to Richard Cloward, director of the
Map and Atlas Museum of La Jolla, California. He also feels
that we are born with an innate mapping sense. Some psy-
chologists attending the American Psychological Association
convention in Washington, DC, have spent their careers map-
ping the brain, pinpointing locations for behaviors and emo-
tions.

There is evidence that the concept of mapping has been
part of human existence for millennia: Celestial maps denot-
ing major stars were found on the walls of French and Spanish
caves and date to approximately 16,500 BCE. Certainly, the
earliest humans helped each other find their way to safe water
or good grazing grounds by drawing lines in the sand or
simply by telling each other which direction to take to avoid
predators. (The 21st-century equivalents of these “auditory
maps,” such as Siri or GPS systems, continue to provide oral
directions to people navigating unfamiliar territory.) Since it is
difficult to ascertain whether dots on a cave wall or incisions
in bone or rock intentionally represent maps, Cloward uses the
agreed-upon date of 2300 BCE for the earliest drawn map: a
Mesopotamian map incised in clay. The earliest surviving
map of the “world” (600 BCE) comes to us from Babylon.
The map deliberately leaves out the Egyptians and Persians,
who certainly were known to the Babylonians but perhaps
were not well liked and were possibly feared.

The history of cartography is as interesting as the maps
themselves. Seafarers needed coastal and safe passage maps,
while governments needed maps for taxes, and military units
needed topographic maps of battlegrounds. Greek, Roman,
and Arabic cartographers brought a mathematical approach to
the observations made by the explorers of their Mediterranean
world. They were aware of lands well beyond the Mediterra-
nean Sea but thought the edges of the world’s disk were
populated by barbarians and the monsters mentioned by
Homer. Early Greek geographers questioned the concept of a
flat disk, and Aristotle (384–322 BCE) is credited with the
concept of the earth as a sphere. The use of meridians for
accurately placing locations in relation to each other was
developed by the Greeks and refined by the Romans. As
measuring instruments improved, maps became more accu-
rate because cartographers no longer had to estimate distances
on the basis of how many days’ march or how many days’ sail
were needed to reach a destination.

For centuries, maps were drawn, illustrated, and colored
by hand. As learning disappeared into the monasteries during
the Dark Ages in Europe, monks became the cartographers.
As the Age of Exploration expanded, the search for more
accurate and cheaper maps resulted in carved wood blocks
being used to print several copies of a map before they
became too blurred to be useful. But the Dutch revolutionized
map printing when they imported Italian craftsmen (skilled at

engraving jewelry) to engrave copper plates for printing many
copies from one plate. Gutenberg’s printing press (1450) and
then lithography (1796) further revolutionized map making.

The 1880 Plan of the City of Washington, on this
month’s cover, is a classic example of mid-19th-century,
high-quality American cartography. Samuel Augustus Mitch-
ell (1790–1868) was one of the big three U.S. atlas publishers
of the time (the other two being Joseph Hutchins Colton and
the team of Johnson and Browning). The hand coloring and
decorative border are typical of a Mitchell map. The Mitchell
family published some of the finest maps in the United States
for over 60 years. Mitchell, a teacher in Connecticut, was very
disappointed in the quality of the maps available in his time.
Although not trained as a cartographer, engraver, or printer, he
committed to developing high-quality maps, and in 1840 he
moved to Philadelphia to start publishing geography texts,
pocket maps, and atlases. His son Samuel Augustus Mitchell
Jr. took over the business in 1860 and continued his father’s
fine work.

Map publishers did not draw or color their maps, and
Mitchell was no exception. But he employed the best engrav-
ers of the time and transferred the images from their copper
plates to lithographic stones so that many images could be
printed of his user-friendly, beautiful maps. The map on the
cover was drawn and engraved by W. H. Gamble. It is
remarkably familiar for being 134 years old. However, there
are a few anomalies, such as the White House being labeled
the President’s House, the Smithsonian comprising only the
old castle, the absence of several bridges, and Roosevelt
Island shown as Analostan Island. Of course, Boundary Street
is no longer the northern edge of the District of Columbia, and
today Howard University and Meridian Hill are well within
the District.

Richard Cloward calls maps the “stealth collectible,” as
there are not legions of collectors and they are generally a
fairly low-key group. However, map and atlas collecting has
its own unique and colorful history complete with unscrupu-
lous individuals forging, counterfeiting, and tearing maps
from atlases in university libraries and selling them to unsus-
pecting buyers.

Map collectors always remember their first map purchase,
and after Cloward, a retired Navy officer, bought his first map in
Vietnam, he decided to buy maps each place he went. He was
soon hooked, and his personal collection grew. Four years ago he
became the director of the Map and Atlas Museum of La Jolla
(www.lajollamapmuseum.org). The Museum, conceived, cre-
ated, and funded by the well-known collector Michael Stone
(with advice from the noted New York dealer, Tom Suarez),
houses and displays original cartography dating to the mid-15th
century. Cloward sees cartography on one level as art but also as
a history of human thought. The Museum’s principal goal is
education, so a tour of the collection makes the life and times of
the maps come alive.

Sandra M. Fowler
Art Co-Editor
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