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Deep Mapping

In his 1991 history, PrairyErth: A deep map, William Least Heat-Moon speaks of his attempt to
delve into the bones of Chase County, Kansas:

Early, I aimed to write about a most spare landscape, seemingly poor for a reporter
to poke into, one appearing thin and minimal in history and texture, a stark region
recent American life had mostly gone past, a still point, a fastness an ascetic seeking
a penitential corner might discover. Chase County fit (p. 15).

Over the course of the next 600 pages, Least Heat-Moon lays out a rich account of that seemingly
sparse and featureless land and the spartan folks who have inhabited it for generations, offering
what he called a deep map of the region (arranged more or less geographically, because, why not?).
Least Heat-Moon’s work demonstrates that even in the starkest of spaces there are stories to tell,
and the connection between a place and the people who populate it is a close one.

As you will come to see, our work this term will similarly consider the close relationship between
geography and identity: how do the spaces we occupy (and the places we make of those spaces)
affect who we are, and vice versa? How do our actions as citizens of our communities depend on
the geographies in which we go about our business?

Your first activity of the semester will help you begin to develop a sense of such a relationship.
Over the course of the next week or so, you will take time outside of class to create your own “deep
map” of a very small portion of our community. Though your map will not be so extensive as Least
Heat-Moon’s, it should at least begin to hint at the richness lying beneath a mere two-dimensional
representation of whatever place you choose to focus on.

So, with no further ado, here is what I’m expecting you to do by Friday, January 25:

(1) Pick a place. Take a little time (but not too much...please get to the next step
rather quickly!) to choose a local spot that is meaningful to you in some way person-
ally...somewhere on campus or in the broader area...somewhere you’d like to learn a little
bit more about. Narrow your sights here: we’re talking an acre, at most, nothing larger. If
you look on campus, certainly nothing larger than a building or a small geographic feature
like the meditation labyrinth or the mini-quad; if you look off-campus, nothing larger than
a house, a historical marker, a gravesite, etc. (Note: you should also pick a place you can
visit easily and observe for a few hours at the very least...and a place you will be able to
research “archivally.” The more info you’re able to find about your place, the richer your
map will be!)

(2) Sit with it. Take the time to visit your place, on at least three or four different occasions,
at different times of day, on different days of the week, for at least an hour at a time. What
geographic features are there, both natural and human-made? How do the natural and the
anthropogenic interact? Moreover, who is there? What are they doing, and why? How do
the people seem to interact with the space they occupy? And take extensive notes! You’ll
need them later.



(3) Read up on it. Meanwhile, find out what you can learn about the place you’ve selected
from “the archives.” This might mean digging into city records or university documentation,
both online and in hard copy format. The Special Collections folks at Ramsey Library
have a surprising array of holdings at their disposal, and they love helping students to use
them. (You can search their holdings on the library’s website.) The Pack Memorial Library
downtown has similar holdings about a large number of local sites, as well. Take extensive
notes as you do this “archival” work, too.

(4) “Draw” your map. Now, bring it all together: at this synthetic stage, you should craft
a multimodal representation, a “map” of sorts, of the place you’ve selected. Though this
representation might include a traditional map (whether digital or old-school/analog), it
should not end there. Find creative ways to supplement such a representation through
images, text, other objects: how can you paint a picture of your place with many different
media while still retaining a coherent portrait?

I have no specific parameters regarding the tangible, physical, real artifacts that you
create for your map, other than that you have something to share in class on January 25
(see Step (6) below!) and something to say about it to me via email later that evening (see
Step (6) below!).

(5) Compare notes. Though I’ll be out of town, I hope that you’ll make use of our class’s
meeting time on Wednesday, January 16 and Friday, January 18 to get together with your
classmates and give one another feedback on the beginning stages of your work on this
project. Though you should each work with distinct sites, you stand to gain much from
collaboration as “peer reviewers.” This time is yours; please use it wisely and well!

(6) Share and reflect. On Friday, January 25, you’ll each have a few minutes in class to say
a little bit about your map. Bring your map with you, in whatever physical form it takes,
and be prepared to introduce us to the place it represents. Later, by 11:59 p.m. that same
evening, please submit to me (via either email or Google Docs) a brief reflection on the deep
map exercise in its entirety (that is, on both your map and the process that led to it): what
did you learn from it, particularly regarding the interplay between geography and identity,
community and place? Please be sure that this reflection is a personal one, one in which
your voice is clearly heard. (Please do, however, include citations as appropriate, using an
accepted citation style like MLA or APA.) I have no formal prescriptions for this reflection,
other than that I would like you to write at least 500 words about your experience.

I will not be present for the first few days you’ll be working on this project, but I will be available
via email. Thus, if you have any questions as you set about your work, please don’t hesitate to
write me about it. I look forward very much to seeing what you come up with!


