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to questions of inter-imperial rivalry, to inter-colonial relations within 
the West Indies and within the greater Caribbean region, but also to the 
place of Barbados with British Commonwealth, the West Indian Fed-
eration, and the new, still-developing arenas of the post-Independence 
Caribbean. A History of Money and Banking in Barbados is a comparative 
transnational and trans-regional monograph that quietly hides under 
a national cover. Armstrong’s book and Higman and Monteith’s West 
Indian Business History have much to recommend them. They also sug-
gest that the scholarship of business and banking in the West Indies is 
still very much an open enterprise.
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Brilliant in conception and beautiful in execution, Mapping Latin 
America explores ways of reading maps. In doing so, it raises two 

fundamental questions about “mapping” and “reading.” 
First question, what is a map? In the introduction, the editors define 

a map as a “graphic representation of space (real or imagined, terrestrial 
or otherwise) that organizes, presents, and communicates spatial infor-
mation visually” (p. 6). This is an inclusive, expansive definition that goes 
beyond the more modern preoccupations with scale, projection, orienta-
tion, titles, and legends in two-dimensional graphical representations. 
The ample scope of the volume encompasses a number of representa-
tions that strict, modern definitions would classify, at best, as “map-like.” 
For example, this volume includes: a mural-map from an ancient Mayan 
palace; illustrations from the colonial period in Bolivia, Mexico and Peru; 
several topographical profiles of mountainous areas of South America; 



218

Caribbean Studies Vol. 40, No. 2 (July - December 2012)

Lanny THoMpson

schematic drawings used in hydrological works in Mexico and Chile; 
propaganda maps that combine art, country silhouettes, and texts in 
Argentina and Mexico; and mental maps from twentieth century Chile. 
More conventional examples, such as charts, routes, property surveys, 
and modern maps, are also analyzed. 

Second question, what does it mean to “read” a map? We should 
begin with a series of specific, contextual questions: who made the map, 
for whom, how was it made, and what was its use? In order to answer 
these seemingly simple questions we must be familiar with the conven-
tions and languages of maps and we must know thoroughly, by means of 
additional primary or secondary sources, the history of Latin America. 
Thus, the history of the map reveals both the history of cartography and 
the history, not only of Latin America, but also of the European empires 
that once claimed sovereignty over its territories. This volume encour-
ages us to seek out the “meaning of space” in the context of political 
economy, cultural conventions, and above all, as instruments of power 
and also of resistance. 

One learns much from the book about the history of Latin America 
as well as the history of cartography. More importantly, the chapters 
show many different kinds of maps and diverse ways to read them. 
Hence, the book is a “cartographic reader” in that it explores maps 
as “graphic texts” and discovers ways of reading them. Following the 
principles of critical geography, the authors seek out the “meaning of 
maps” and their connection with power. In this respect it is important 
to consider both the elements that the map includes as well as what the 
map excludes. The selection and exclusion of cartographic features in 
order to fashion ways of representing and seeing led one contributor to 
proclaim that all maps tell lies (p. 293). Since critical geography proceeds 
from an analysis of “power,” it is surprising that the editors never define 
it or its possible dimensions. Likewise, the editors do not define “space,” 
even though it would seem to be a central analytical concept. 

Edited by Jordanna Dym and Karl Offen, the book comprises a for-
ward by Matthew Edney, an introduction by the editors, and almost one 
hundred maps discussed by 54 authors in 57 short chapters. Each chapter 
is a several-page analysis of one or more maps from the history of Latin 
America. Each is conveniently footnoted and referenced. In addition, 
the bibliographic essay written by the editors is an excellent resource for 
continued reading and research. The book is organized chronologically 
into three periods. The colonial period, comprising the sixteenth and 
seventeenth century is interpreted as one of “explorations and empires.” 
Sub-themes include the imaginary of the New World, the develop-
ment of urban centers, the exploitation of the environment, imperial 
rivalries, and local resistance. The nineteenth century is defined as one 
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of “ enlightenment, independence, and the nation-state.” Sub-themes 
emphasize the creation of nation-states by means of territorial control 
and political economy. Finally, the twentieth century is characterized 
by maps of widely different purposes and variegated mapmakers, with 
sub-themes ranging from planning, management of natural resources, 
propaganda, education, ethnicity, and so forth.

Caribbean scholars will find many maps, but will wish for even more. 
We find a fascinating chapter on a sixteenth-century map of Guiana by 
Sir Walter Raleigh that illustrated his oft-cited statement that the country 
“hath yet her maidenhead”; a chapter on eighteenth-century European 
rivalries which includes a map of the West Indies; a chapter on “forts 
and ports” which includes maps of Cuba (1817) and Panamá (1779); two 
maps (1929, 1934) of the United Fruit Company facilities on the Carib-
bean coast of Honduras; a chapter on twentieth century road maps with 
a motoring map of Cuba (1956), a hybrid map composed of an aerial 
photograph with legends from the Cuban missile crisis; two maps from 
the Miskitu region on or near the coasts of Nicaragua and Guatemala. 
Finally, the book includes two property maps, one from Jamaica and the 
other from Saint-Domingue. 

This book moves productively in several directions at once. The ini-
tial motivation was pedagogical: to bring maps into the classroom for the 
teaching of Latin American history. This proposition implied that, first, 
maps were crucial to the understanding of the history of Latin America, 
and second, that cartography must be always firmly anchored in its his-
torical context. The book posits maps as primary documents of the first 
order. As a result, it reaches out, not only to teachers and students, but 
also to historians and cartographers as researchers. This book was a joy 
to hold and browse through; my paperback copy was nicely bound on 
thick paper. Unfortunately, some of the cartographical reproductions 
were too small to examine closely, although some chapters included 
amplified map segments. A web link is provided to view some of the 
maps on-line, but too few are included and the external links are simply 
too complicated to follow. These are really minor complaints; the overall 
result is an exemplary collection of critical cartographical readings that 
will inspire teaching and research.


