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Why the Ordnance Survey needs its history
Richard Oliver

Harley and Winterbotham: a statement of principle
The title of this paper may be recognised by some as adapted from a ‘keynote address’, ‘Why
cartography needs its history’, by the late J Brian Harley to the British Cartographic Society
symposium in Exeter in 1983. Unfortunately the address was never published, and in
drawing on it for the present paper I have had to use no doubt incomplete notes made at the
time.1

There are two interpretations of J B Harley’s writings on map history. One is that up to
the late 1970s he produced ‘empirical’ work with no obvious ‘theoretical’ basis, but then
made a sharp change of direction and produced a series of theoretically-inspired papers.2

These introduced a number of concepts new to the study of cartography, one of the more
potent being ‘silences’: ‘things maps don’t tell us’. The other, which has been cogently
argued by Matthew Edney, is that Harley was throughout concerned with understanding
maps. Though he unquestionably had an interest in theory, there was no one ‘Harley line’:
his theoretical basis shifted from paper to paper.3 In a much earlier comment on Harley’s
writings, Edney observed that Harley could only provide broad guidelines.4

Thus it might be concluded that a ‘Harleian basis’ is not really practicable: for is there a
starting point? Another angle is to suggest that his theoretical interests were not so exclusive
in his last decade as to exclude other approaches, and that ‘Why cartography needs its
history’ is one such.

Given that theoretical approaches tend to be concerned with ‘deconstructing’ the subject,
one might ‘deconstruct’ the 1983 address, on the basis that its audience was largely
composed of practising cartographers, rather than academics, or historians. It might also be
suggested that Harley’s theoretical interests were intensified by his move to Milwaukee in
1986, and by certain Anglo-American differences, which might make the United States a
more fertile ground for cultivating a theoretical approach to history generally and the history
of cartography in particular. After all, the United States has a written constitution, and a
certain attitude towards the written word, neither of which find their counterpart in Britain,
where a much less well-defined climate of precedent and opinion holds sway. One might also
‘deconstruct’, or analyse, by pointing to Harley’s left-wing background. And this, I think, is
the key to one of Harley’s motivations: the map as a social artefact. (No doubt such an
‘empirical’ approach is very ‘British’, and very ‘conservative’.) The wider context of his
BCS paper was the scheme for a large-scale history of cartography, at first in four volumes,
and since grown to at least six, which he planned with David Woodward. Only one volume
appeared before Harley’s death in 1991: three more have appeared since.

1 The present paper derives from one with the same title which was given at the Charles Close Society’s annual general
meeting, held at Ordnance Survey, Southampton, on 19 May 2007.

2 R R O, ‘Brian Harley, 1932-1991: historian of the Ordnance Survey – and much else’, Sheetlines 33 (1992), 1-8.
3 Matthew Edney, ‘The origins and development of J.B. Harley’s cartographic theories’, Cartographica 40, Monograph

54, Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005.
4 Matthew Edney, comment on p.93 of Edward H Dahl (ed), ‘Responses to J.B. Harley’s article, “Deconstructing the

map”…’, Cartographica 26, nos 3 & 4 (1989), 89-121.
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