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Abstract 
 

Off Course is a fictional compilation of thirteen maps with an underlying thread of 

food.  This series of maps was created as if each were designed by a different person and 

compiled by a fictional editor character whose background in traditional cartography informs an 

emotional journey of his own.. It is a work that challenges the definition of a map and what a 

map represents. It also explores how the decisions of what to include on a map can create a story. 

This exploration is achieved with maps that push the boundaries of form, such as a text-based 

map and maps that play with scale, by mapping emotion, memory, and, ultimately, 

narrative. Each map has an accompanying introduction by the fictional editor. 

  



	 3 

Acknowledgements 
 

This project would not have been possible without invaluable feedback from Matthew 

Valentine, Sean Labounty, Laurie Saurborn, Rebecca Nasadowski, and Veronica Martin. Many 

thanks are in order for the many friends and relatives who allowed us to pick their brains (and go 

through their cupboards). Special thanks to Margaret Johnson, who inspired several of these 

maps, and to The San Francisco and New York Public Libraries, which were important 

resources.  



	 4 

Table of Contents 
 

5…………………….. Off Course: A Treatise on Design and Inspiration by Preethi Balakrishnan 

21…………………………....Off Course: A Treatise on Writing and Research by Kelsey Boylan 

37…………….…….Off Course: On Collaboration by Preethi Balakrishnan and Kelsey Boylan 

51………………………………………………………………………………..About the Authors  



	 5 

 
Off Course: A Treatise on Design and Inspiration 

Preethi Balakrishnan 

Introduction 

 When early humans in the Paleolithic period etched depictions of their villages onto rock 

walls, they were making maps. Early mapmakers weren’t accurately representing a space as 

much as they were trying to decipher their worldview, establishing a relative framework through 

which they could understand their surroundings.1 Maps have since evolved to be a more 

scientific representation of the world we live in, created as precise information systems with 

guidelines that standardize the presentation of data. The act of mapmaking is called cartography, 

and yet cartography straddles several borders: between analysis and communication, between the 

objective and subjective, and between spatial and emotional information.2 This thesis was an 

exercise in the potential of emotional cartography and its ability to tell stories. 

 Off Course: A Creative Exploration of Cartography, Cuisine, and Narrative is a fictional 

anthology of thirteen maps about food. At face value, it appears to be simply a collection, but the 

maps, in conjunction with the introductions by a fictional editor, Timothy Lansed, tell an 

overarching story of grief, relationships, and personal discovery. This project was a collaboration 

between Kelsey Boylan and me, a copywriter and art director, respectively. Throughout our 

college careers we have worked together as a creative advertising team, and this collaboration 

seemed to be a logical capstone for our academic careers. This treatise will delve into the visual 

aspect of the thesis. It will begin by discussing the larger visual themes present in the work, then 

																																																								
1 Dorling, Daniel, and David Fairbairn. Mapping: Ways of Representing the World. London: Routledge, 2015, 6. 
2 Kraak, M. J., and Ferjan Ormeling. Cartography: Visualization of Spatial Data. London: Routledge, 2013, 42. 
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address each map’s design, inspiration and history individually, detail challenges faced, and 

finish with notes on production. 

 

Breaking the Rules of Cartographic Design 

 As the art director on this project, much of my research and energy was devoted to the 

topic of cartographic design. Cartographic design is a careful balancing act of complexity, 

legibility, facilitation of understanding, and creativity. The end user is a major factor in chosen 

design, especially for purely functional maps.3 

 Major design principles are still relevant; for example, color, hierarchy, contrast, balance, 

shape, and form are all incredibly important because each has bearing on how the viewer might 

interpret the contents. If a design does not have high enough contrast, certain symbols may not 

be distinguishable, and if the map does not employ proper hierarchy, the viewer may not be able 

to discern the important subject matter (such as subway lines or tour routes).4 

 While reading from traditional cartographic design materials was helpful during my 

process, my approach to the design was also tailored to the reaction I wanted to have the viewer 

to have. Many cartographic design recommendations are focused on ease of use, whereas some 

of the maps I worked on prioritized message over clarity. For illustrated maps that needed to 

convey a certain mood, I broke color contrast rules to create a LED lit, melancholy atmosphere. 

For a subway map made out of ramen it would have been impossible to distinguish each line 

through color; after all, the purpose of the map was not navigation, but simply location 

																																																								
3 Keates, J. S. Cartographic Design and Production. Harlow, Essex, England: Longman Scientific & Technical, 
1989, 29. 
4 Ibid., 30-31.	
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identification. Many of these maps drew from illustrative or emotional design techniques as their 

purpose deviated from traditional mapmaking. 

 

Central Themes 

 The first central theme is the one the anthology was built on: the use of narrative 

cartography. Our editor introduces many of the maps as “creative,” as he pursues the elusive 

definition of a map through the introductions. Many functional maps, such as Google maps or 

technical diagrams, serve a primary purpose of conveying useful information rather than 

compelling information. We took this opportunity to explore how much story a map can tell—

from the utilitarian subway map to a hand-drawn account of a childhood home. Much of the 

story is told through the visual; by art directing a specific mood and attitude, each map conveys 

feeling without text. 

 Another unifying theme was necessary to narrow the topic of the anthology. We chose 

food, the universal language, to focus the content of each map. Food brings people together, is 

relatable, and tells its own stories. It became the perfect facilitator for the narrative we wanted to 

tell. Food is an explicit theme in the work, so while narrative cartography had to be crafted 

subtly, the visual components of the theme of food are fairly self-explanatory. An orchestrated 

collaboration between content and look organized the maps into this themed anthology. 

 The final theme is a variation in style. Each map was written and designed by different 

fictional author, and each map tells its own, encapsulated story. Both Kelsey and I had to place 

ourselves in the mindset of the respective authors to ensure that each emerged with a distinctive 

style and tone. In regards to the visual journey, that involved a wide variety of inspiration, design 
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techniques, and visual themes to differentiate between authors. As we discuss each map, it will 

become clear how those processes differed. 

 

Individual Maps 

 I will be discussing each map in the order they appear in the anthology. We ordered the 

anthology this way with a purpose; as our editor embarks on his journey of self-discovery, he 

makes the progression from traditional to unorthodox cartography. The first six maps are 

conventional maps that still tell unconventional stories. The next three depict personal narratives. 

The last four are in a category we lovingly called “off the deep end,” because they attempt to 

challenge the dictionary definition of a map. With each map I will provide a summary, and 

discuss process and inspiration. 

 

 The Central Iowa Corn Country Guide. This map is a fictional guide to a tour of ethanol 

producers in central Iowa. It utilizes a simple key and road notation to fulfill its functional 

purpose. 

 This map was designed to not be very creative at all. Despite its apparent lack of 

originality, this design was intentionally chosen to appeal to the traditional definition of a map; it 

is essentially a diagram of how to get from place A to place B. I drew inspiration from orthodox 

maps and brochures, the kind you might find in a visitor’s center or conference guide. My 

ultimate goal was to keep the map simple and boring, to contrast with the unorthodox maps that 

follow. This map was designed in Adobe Illustrator. 

This map is also an interesting take on misunderstanding. In his introduction, our 

fictional editor does not realize that the map is intended for ethanol producers, who use corn to 
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produce fuel. That detail is indicated by the small subtitle on the map. Intentionally, there is 

nothing else on the map to reinforce its subject matter. Lansed is somewhat mistaken when he 

categorizes the map under “agritourism,” because he believes the map refers to corn for 

consumption, not for ethanol production. In fact, if Lansed had properly interpreted the map, he 

may not have included it in the anthology at all. 

 Vincent Price’s Travels Through Reality and Then Some. Vincent Price, a well-known 

horror author, was less known for his affinity for food. He has written several cookbooks, and 

this map aggregates both facets to map where his recipes and adventures took place across the 

globe. 

 Many of these maps went through several diverse iterations, and this map was no 

exception. Originally, this map was meant to be a very traditional projection of a world map, one 

that is perhaps a little antiquated. However, as we explored the content, I discovered that the map 

lent itself to a particular horror-journal style illustration. I drew inspiration from various 

illustrative sources, but two of my main inspirations were Jake Parker, and several screenprinting 

studios in my hometown of Austin, Texas. Many of the locations were clustered in Europe and 

the Americas, so fitting the content to a world map meant sacrificing some of the functional 

qualities of the map. This map is the first example in the anthology of our prioritization of 

narrative over function. This map was illustrated in Adobe Photoshop. 

 

 Tokyo Subway Ramen. This map is an illustrated take on perhaps one of the most utilized 

wayfinding tools in the world. Deep in the canals of the Tokyo subway system, one might 

stumble upon a hidden ramen shop or four, and this map documents the several stations at which 

those shops might be found.  
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 The most obvious design conceit is the use of noodles as subway lines and strips of nori 

as labels. My original direction for this map had been a contemporary, streamlined, subway map 

that ignored the spatial information that subway maps usually provide. But my advisor suggested 

that I depict a “city of ramen,” which inspired me to illustrate the intertwining routes as if they 

were truly made of ramen. This map was illustrated in Adobe Photoshop. 

 Despite their dime-a-dozen nature, subway maps have a fascinating design history that 

informed my own process. The London Subway Map, designed by Harry Beck, has withstood 

the test of time as one of the most iconic maps ever created. After its conception in 1931, it was 

credited with altering London forever, through pop culture, slang, and a sense of place. Beck is a 

prime example of the pervasive effects of mapmaking on society.5  Another famous map hailed 

from a famous subway system, the New York City system. Massimo Vignelli’s map of the 

system mirrored Beck’s in many ways, particularly in its inaccurate representation of geographic 

space. Beck’s use of 90° and 45° angles in 1972 has since inspired the design of numerous maps 

(including my own).6 The function of maps evolved from accurately depicting the routes to 

championing legibility and simplicity so the maps could be read at a glance. 

 

 The Evolution of Valencia Street. The next map has a similar clinical tone, but tells a very 

different story. San Francisco’s Valencia Street has been subjected to rapid gentrification for 

decades now, residences and private buildings replaced by upscale restaurants and grocers. The 

																																																								
5 "BBC - Culture - The London Underground Map: The Design That Shaped a City." BBC News. Accessed May 02, 
2017. http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20150720-the-london-underground-map-the-design-that-shaped-a-city. 
6 Rawsthorn, Alice. "The Subway Map That Rattled New Yorkers." The New York Times. August 05, 2012. 
Accessed May 02, 2017. http://www.nytimes.com/2012/08/06/arts/design/the-subway-map-that-rattled-new-
yorkers.html. 
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Evolution of Valencia Street marks the changes made every five years from 1975 to 2015, 

focusing on those businesses that became restaurants. 

 This map design took the longest to finalize, because of the challenge of mapping both 

time and space. I considered intricate line drawings and a lengthy key, but continued to search 

for the simplest way to portray change over time. That, it turns out, is the job of the cartogram, 

where statistics are displayed in a diagram like a bar graph.7 Inspired by the genre of 

infographics, I made a circular x axis, each break in the circle denoting a new block on Valencia 

Street. The y axis, drawn along various diameters of the circular x-axis, is a representation of 

time. A monochromatic color scheme allows the general trends of gentrification to be read 

quickly. As a little nod to the racial boundaries often rewritten because of gentrification, the 

values become lighter as the shops become newer and more expensive. This map was designed 

in Adobe Illustrator. 

 This map is a hybrid between the genre of infographics and thematic maps. The 

cartogram is categorized as an infographic, but in this case, one of the values represents space, 

which is a traditionally cartographic task. Some refer to this hybrid with the term “geo-

infographics,” but it is sufficient to say that the jurisdiction of traditional thematic maps has 

expanded since the advent of visual diagramming to encompass a few types of infographics.8 

 

 My House at Dinnertime. Meant to be a sentimental map, My House at Dinnertime 

juxtaposes the functional nature of blueprints with the personal story of how the author eats 

dinner. It is self-explanatory, but what makes this map unique is the content of the map being 

																																																								
7 He, Manli, Xi Tang, and Yuming Huang. "To Visualize Spatial Data Using Thematic Maps Combined with 
Infographics." Geoinformatics, 2011. 
8 Ibid. 
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focused on such a small section of it, rendering the rest of the blueprints irrelevant. This map is 

squarely in the group of conventional maps, yet hints at the personal narratives that appear later 

in the anthology. 

 When Kelsey and I concepted this map, its design concept presented itself to us easily. A 

blueprint design to show the floorplan of the house provides an interesting element of distance 

between the viewer and the author, as if the viewer was on the outside, peering in. I originally 

created the blueprints from a traditional bird’s eye view, but after some experimentation, using a 

perspective grid seemed more appropriate and engaging. After all, much of the map does not 

necessarily need to be viewed. The focal point of the map is the small corner where three people 

are clustered. This map was designed in Adobe Illustrator and laid out in Adobe Photoshop. 

 Blueprints and related diagrams have a very long history. A blueprint is a technical 

drawing, functionally used as a detailed plan for a physical space.9 They are traditionally 

emotionless and therefore, while the mechanics and details of this map were inspired by 

blueprints, those design aspects were not as important as the story being conveyed. 

 

 Under Review. Under Review was one of the first maps concepted for this project. The 

initial premise was a discussion of New York Times’ critics and their reviewing histories, but it 

has since evolved to focus more on eight restaurants in New York City and how their reviews 

fluctuate. Along with those ratings, bios of the New York Times’ critics and descriptions of the 

various rating systems round out the map. This map contains the most information of any of 

thirteen, presenting unique challenges when it came to inspiration and design. 

																																																								
9 "Blueprint." Merriam-Webster. Accessed May 02, 2017. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/blueprint. 
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 A map with this much information would not normally be included in an anthology of 

creative maps. One could argue this map is just as creative as The Central Iowa Corn Country 

Guide, but the topic is integral to the editor’s overall narrative, so we placed it here in the 

anthology. The biggest challenge was to include all of the statistical information in a legible, 

logical way. What developed was a simple grid of numbers and stars, with a key clearly denoting 

which reviews belonged to which reviewer or company. The bios were a challenge of a textual 

nature; the primary goal was finding a font and column width that kept each paragraph readable 

but compact. This map was designed in Adobe Illustrator. 

 This map also posed challenges similar to that of The Evolution of Valencia Street. 

Straddling the line between infographic and map, Under Review arguably does even less to 

define a physical space as the map does not provide specific locations or directions. However, in 

an effort to expand the ever-evolving definition of a map, we argue that Under Review defines a 

spatial mindset: the food critiquing scene in New York for the past three decades. 

 

 The Original Famous Absolute Best Ray’s Pizza. In the 1950s, an unassuming pizza shop 

named Ray’s Pizza popped up in the middle of Manhattan. Within the decade it experienced 

unparalleled success, spawning a slew of copycats that used Ray’s name with minor alterations. 

Famous Ray’s, Original Ray’s, Original Kay’s, you name it, it existed. This map is a timeline of 

those shops, from sold locations to litigations, and a humorous take on the pizza phenomenon 

that took New York City by storm. 

 This was the second map set in New York City, and it comes right after the first. My 

biggest challenge was find a unique style that fit the feel of the story and differentiated the map 

enough from Under Review. While Under Review has a contemporary, classic map feel, The 
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Original Famous Absolute Ray’s Pizza uses illustration to attain a whimsical mood. I illustrated 

Manhattan as a piece of pizza, because I felt it was better that the illustration felt thematically 

included, rather than commit to being geographically accurate. The second challenge was that, 

like Under Review, this map attempts to include a lot of information. This time, however, I could 

only work with one page, not three. Fitting the owner illustrations, location names, and building 

illustrations onto a single slice of pizza took many drafts and adjustments. This map was 

illustrated in Adobe Photoshop.  

 

 Julie’s Island is the second of the personal narrative maps, and this one takes it to heart. 

It is a childlike look at the author’s hometown, using magical realism to evoke a feeling of 

innocence and excitement. The descriptions also loosely tell another story, but the author, 

maintaining their innocent composure, remains distant from that narrative. 

 From the beginning, it was clear that this map would be drawn by hand. This was also 

one of the first maps that had to be completely written first; Kelsey actually drew a guide I could 

follow, because the order of the stories was important to the narrative. Including a visual element 

of magical realism was not something I had explored before; magical realism illustrations require 

subtle fantastical elements, and, at such a large scale, it was difficult to make them legible. It was 

also a challenge to maintain the readability of the stories in balance with the originality of the 

handwriting. In the end, I used my own handwriting to add a unique flair to the map. This map 

was created in Adobe Photoshop. 

This is perhaps the first map in the anthology that explicitly tells a personal story. While 

others weave in anecdotes and convey emotional information, Julie’s Island is the spatial 

representation of a child’s mind. It is not factual, it is not accurate, and yet it is still informative. 
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 The Anatomy of Loneliness is an illustration of a man’s television dinner as if it were an 

island. Each part of the dinner is a nod to the man’s deteriorating state of mind, and the mood 

and atmosphere literally paint a very melancholy story. The map is also a touch self-deprecating; 

the labels and copy use a tired tone and reference the subject’s worrying alcoholism. 

 This map was the first I worked on, and is the map that took the longest time. This style 

is closest to my personal illustration work, and utilizes a time-intensive method. The map took 

close to 40 hours to illustrate. My inspiration for this map was incredibly specific; I used Andrew 

DeGraff’s book, Plotted, and the illustrator Sachin Teng as references. Plotted is a series of maps 

that map out movie narratives and have a unique, endearing, way of drawing the viewer in. 

Sachin Teng’s illustration makes use of colored lineart, illustrative depth, and a painterly style. 

This map was illustrated in Adobe Photoshop. 

 Much like Julie’s Island, The Anatomy of Loneliness maps a mindset first and a place 

second. The depiction of a TV dinner as an island is a nod to traditional cartography, but that is 

where the resemblance ends. This map has even more of a magical realism flair than Julie’s 

Island, but it still fits that one follows the other. 

 

 An American Kitchen, circa 2016. This map is a satirical museum exhibit guide about the 

average homeowner’s kitchen in the year 2016. It is written as if it appears in a Smithsonian 

guide in the year 2116 and as if its author is unfamiliar with the cultural connotations of the year 

2016.  

 When concepting this map, I decided early that the layout and design would mimic that 

of a museum exhibit brochure. It was important to the concept to have some depiction of the 
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actual kitchen. However, exhibit guide design is a very loose genre of design, and has and will 

continue to change styles. To narrow down my inspiration, I decided to go with a 

“contemporary” design, or rather a design common in 2016 to fit the theme of the exhibit. This 

take on Swiss design reflects the popular trends of design in 2016 (but will no doubt feel 

outdated in 2116). 

 

 Pairings. Despite being in the last third of the anthology, Pairings is a relatively 

straightforward piece. It depicts a series of vaginas as topographical maps, presumably the 

vaginas of the author’s previous romantic interests. The map then pairs each vagina with a wine, 

telling a small story about the girl and the relationship the author had with her. The map aspect is 

present in both the way the vaginas are represented, but also in a small globe drawing that 

connects the girl, the author, and where the wine was aged. 

 The overarching narrative mentions that our fictional editor, Timothy Lansed, found this 

map in a zine when he was clearing out his ex-girlfriend’s things. Zines have a very distinctive 

style, and it struck me that the style could marry topographical maps, maps that denote 

topography through lines of varying thicknesses, and the representation of vaginas. This map is 

also hand drawn, but uses a cursive script and thicker point brush that is characteristic of many 

zine drawings. This is also one of the maps that serves little function, but rather uses cartography 

as an artistic element to complement the story it tells. This map was illustrated in Adobe 

Photoshop. 

 

 How to Bake a Cake. The final map, How to Bake a Cake, breaks the rules of mapmaking 

entirely. It is a recipe that walks the viewer through the process of baking a cake, including a 
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series of mishaps and burnt baked goods, but ultimately describes the kitchen the recipe takes 

place in. 

 This is perhaps the most unique map of them all, as it has relatively few visual elements. 

The dictionary definition of a map will argue that there must be a spatial component, and yet this 

map defines a space without the use of visuals. It was concepted as a text-based map, but as we 

put the anthology together it became clear it still needed to be designed to some extent. Most 

functional design does its best to invisible so that it unobtrusive and yet guides the viewer in the 

right direction. Because the focus of this map was on the text, I simply directed my attention to 

font choice, spacing, and legibility. This map was laid out in Adobe InDesign. 

 

Overall Design 

 Much like the central themes tie the maps together, the anthology needed a simple, 

cohesive design to make it feel whole. For this aspect, I put myself in the mindset of a publishing 

company being advised by the not-artistically-inclined fictional editor. Timothy Lansed would 

have wanted something unobtrusive that didn’t detract from the main works, the maps. For that 

reason, I settled on a simple font pairing and map vector that appears throughout the anthology. 

The colors were meant to mirror the main palette of each map, in order for each spread to feel 

connected. I went through several iterations with this design in order to ensure it matched the 

mood well. 

 

Production 

The final step in the creation of this thesis is production. Early on in the process, I 

decided to hand bind each copy of the anthology to add a personal touch of craft. My main 
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resource on the subject was the Design Lab in The University of Texas College of Fine Arts. 

Each page was printed double-sided on an 8.5x11 100# sheet, and then cropped to allow for a 

full bleed. The pages were then stitched and glued together with a Japanese stitch to ensure tight 

and enduring binding. This process took about five hours.10 

 

Challenges and Improvements 

 As with all creative projects, this thesis will never feel complete. There are also some 

aspects I would change or redo, by virtue of my constantly evolving abilities as an art director. 

 I could continue making design changes on each map forever. I wish that I had the time 

for a more iterative process when it came to the design of each piece. Many maps went through 

multiple drafts, but I did not have the chance to do so with all thirteen maps. To compensate, I 

loaded the front-end of the process with multiple sketches and design concept, to establish a solid 

foundation for each map. Even then, the design of some maps were altered as I produced them. 

 However, there is very little I would change about the timeline. I am fortunate to be 

working with a partner who is responsible and receptive to criticism. Because of her quick idea 

generation and willingness to work hard and early, we were able to maintain a quick tempo that 

often left us ahead of schedule. That made the process as painless as possible, even when I 

spilled a water on my laptop and lost about thirty hours of work on the anthology. 

 

Conclusion 

 This project has been a thorough exploration of the boundaries of creative mapmaking. 

From infographics to illustration, each map created has tested the limits of the definition of a 

																																																								
10 As this paper is written and printed before production, this is an approximation of the process that occurred. 
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map in some way, showcasing the broad category and demonstrating its resilience and flexibility. 

This project was also a unique exercise in visual storytelling, discovering new ways to convey 

emotional, not just statistical, information. 

 As an art director, this project also pushed my design skills with every map. I asked 

myself to adapt to thirteen different design and illustration styles. This is no doubt one of the 

largest design projects I have completed, and the mechanics of planning and executing a large-

scale publication was a unique challenge. I was constantly learning through every step of the 

process, from conception to production. 

 Kelsey and I are moving to Chicago in the summer to intern as a creative team in 

advertising. While this project has not changed our career plans, it has been invaluable in altering 

our outlook on future creative projects. As a piece of our portfolios, it demonstrates our creative 

ability outside of creating campaigns. As a stand-alone creative work, it is a unique take on 

storytelling, through emotion, through food, and through maps. 
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Off Course: A Treatise on Writing and Research 

 by Kelsey Boylan 

Introduction 

Off Course: A Creative Exploration of Cartography, Cuisine, and Narrative is a fictional 

anthology of 13 maps with an underlying thread of food. The anthology is presented as if each 

map were created by a different person. While each map tells a story, there’s also a fictional 

character editing the anthology, with a narrative arc of his own. Our editor protagonist has a 

background in traditional cartography, after a bad break up, he is trying to prove (to his ex and to 

himself) that he can be creative. This work follows his breakdown, which is reflected through the 

maps he’s chosen. The work starts with maps that are more conventional but ends with maps that 

are more abstract. His story is told through the introductions that accompany each map. His 

commentaries on each map are initially academic, but become increasingly personal as he 

struggles with the definition of what a map is.  

This treatise will give an overview of the research that went into this project. Our overall 

research focused on unconventional maps and narrative conceits. Some of the major questions 

this work examines are: 

 What is a map? 

What are the kinds of story a map can tell?  

What are the limitations of what a map can be? 

Ultimately, (while we frequently play with scale and metaphor) we decided it was 

important that each map tell a story, and represent a physical space. We also did a lot of research 

on individual maps and the underlying theme of food.  
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Beyond overall arc, the structure of this work was a challenge. The aspect that was most 

challenging was ensuring elements of the overall piece could stand alone while also forming a 

compelling overall narrative. We set out with the intent that each map should be able to stand 

alone, and the editor’s storyline should be able to stand almost alone, but that the maps should 

also form a compelling arc. Had we approached the project this way initially, I think we would 

have found it more challenging. We were able to handle this project by starting on the smallest 

scale, initially focusing on individual maps and working one step at a time. We initially worked 

on developing all of the maps individually, which I think was incredibly important for us to be 

able to hold the individual maps to a higher standard.  

 

What is a Map 

Much of our initial research focused on the idea of “What is a Map?” This project was 

inspired by Judith Schalansky’s Atlas of Remote Islands, which I read in my first creative writing 

class. The book catalogues remote islands and is able to convey a lot of information. Each map 

includes longitude, a timeline, a description and an image. But beyond presenting these 

components, there are also written sections that tie everything together. It was the first book that 

got me thinking about unconventional maps and how they can tell stories. I wanted to begin this 

project by looking at the strangest maps I could find. We wanted to establish some guidelines for 

what a map was. We explored what distinguishes a map, from an infographic and from art and 

concluded that distinction isn’t always clear.  

Even figuring out where to look for books for this task was a challenge. I found most of 

these books in San Francisco used bookstores by asking for a cartography or data visualization 
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section. I looked for books that featured maps in a variety of styles and ideally a variety of 

topics. Here’s an overview of a few of those sources.  

Best American Infographics of 2015: It was interesting how many of these infographics could be 

classified as maps. One of my favorite maps from this collection looked at how the location of an 

actresses’ beauty mark shifted over the course of her career (and occasionally over the course of 

a single movie). This book also contained a map called “A Movable Feast” that had a key and 

was an important source of inspiration for “An American Kitchen, circa 2016”.  

 

The Map as Art and You are Here: These maps were on the furthest end of what could be 

considered a map. Both of these books are by Katherine Harmon. Some of my favorites from 

these collections were “Body Map of my Life” a text based map where a women creates a “map” 

of her body by describing her scars and how she got them, and a performance piece where 

someone physically crawled to create a map. The scar map partially inspired the last map in our 

thesis. 

 

Lucky Peach: This is a food-writing magazine with a significant graphic component. Lucky 

Peach frequently lists restaurants in an area, for instance juice places in LA, which got me 

thinking about how that could be a map. We imagined where all of our maps would initially be 

published. Several we imagined might have been published in Lucky Peach.  

 

 

From Here to There: This book features only hand-drawn maps that serve completely different 

purposes. It was an important influence on the structure of “Julie’s Island”. 
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Cartographic Grounds: this book was an important source because it was incredibly technical. I 

went through it and borrowed technical terms. 

 

Everything Sings: This source was particularly interesting as it represented a single 

neighborhood with varied pieces of super-specific information. The cover image is a map of all 

the neighborhood jack-o-lanterns, another of my favorites grouped police calls. This was one of 

the only examples of a single author using multiple styles, which made it a useful source.  

 

After looking at all of these maps we decided the primary criterion would be that all of 

our maps had to have a physical spatial component, even if they played with scale or the fantastic 

like “The Anatomy of Loneliness”. At first there were times we had to convince people what we 

were creating could be categorized as a map. “The Evolution of Valencia Street” was something 

many people pointed to as not being a map, I think because it was one of the first that involved 

time. We initially wanted to organize the maps from most real to most fictional but quickly 

realized that wouldn’t be obvious to a reader and that in line with the editor’s story it made far 

more sense to go from most map-like to most abstract. To begin the process, I went through 

these map books and brainstormed a list of potential maps. We finally cut some of them for 

being redundant or too close in voice.  A few examples of maps we didn’t end up including were 

a map of all the kinds of cheese in France based on the quote from Charles de Gaulle “How can 

anyone govern a nation that has two hundred and forty-six different kinds of cheese?” and a map 

that looked at the spread of Americanized Chinese food in the US, loosely inspired by the 

documentary The Search for General Tso. 
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What is a Narrative Conceit 

Another significant portion of the research of this project was focused around narrative 

conceits. The idea of a narrative conceit is that the story is set up with an unusual form. For 

instance, a story told with the conceit that it’s presented as a series of letters. I approached this 

project with our editor’s personal story being presented through the conceit of being an 

anthology maps. I wrote this side of the project independently of the maps. For this project, I 

found researching two kinds of narrative conceits to be especially helpful. 

The first was an investigation of works that incorporated multiple layers of narratives. 

One of the most interesting examples I came across was Paul Lafarge’s Luminous Airplanes. 

Luminous Airplanes, which is a “hyper text” meaning that certain words lead you to notes, like 

footnotes, except it’s a digital project so there are layers upon layers of notes. There’s also a map 

showing how the plotlines of the story fit together. This project was important because it got me 

thinking about how our project could be interesting even if you weren’t inclined to read the 

whole work. Another work I examined was The Body, an essay by Jenny Boully, told entirely in 

footnotes. 

The second area of narrative conceits I looked at is something I came to refer to as 

secondary narratives, but is actually in many ways similar to an unreliable narrator. With an 

unreliable narrator, you know information that’s being presented to you might be false. With a 

secondary narrative, you have a narrator who isn’t just lying to you—they appear to be talking to 

you about something else entirely.  Two of the works I came across were Rick Moody’s Hotels 

of North America, which is ostensibly a collection of hotel reviews, but is actually a story about a 



	 26 

man and his relationships. Another was The Debt to Pleasure by John Lanchester, which on the 

surface is the story of a foodie—who casually mentions he murders people.  

When I first approached this project, I tried writing the introductions before I’d 

determined the editor’s storyline. I actually went and read a lot of technical material about maps, 

trying to turn myself into a plausible cartography expert. I quickly realized this was futile. After 

some time, I realized the audience enjoyed having just a hint of technical jargon. If I made it too 

real it would be challenging for someone without a background in cartography to read. I went 

back and laid out the entire backstory so I could more effectively plant hints throughout. I was 

very fortunate we’d completely settled on the order of the maps before I began. I tried to 

incorporate elements of the story and underlying threads like the editor’s hatred of jazz and 

obsessive cleaning that come up several times before their relevance is revealed.  

Usually when someone writes a book on a topic they know a fair amount about it so it 

was unimportant to establish our editor as unreliable early in the process. This disconnect was 

established in our first map with his mistaking a map for ethanol producers as being for tourists 

who want to taste corn. Before writing out the introduction I’d plotted out what several of the 

introductions needed to achieve. For instance, the second map needed to establish a personal 

voice and “The Anatomy of Loneliness” was an important breaking point.  

We actually considered adding an additional layer of his publisher’s notes (to the editor) 

as a digital bonus, but ultimately it never quite fit. I think we were so deep into it, it all felt 

natural, but as we got feedback we realized the layers were already challenging to follow. 

Perhaps one of the best examples of this is “An American Kitchen, circa 2016.” which is 

someone from the present day imagining what someone from the future might think of us 

looking back. We had to be incredibly careful about how we presented that map to ensure people 
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didn’t think the book was actually set in 2116. We even toyed with adding a fake copyright from 

2016, but we were able to iron that out through the introductions. Especially near the end of the 

piece, there was less and less room for actual discussion of the maps in the introductions. I think 

telling the story in this way was also challenging because the introductions are so short to begin 

with. I think I leaned on having consistent themes. Relying on recognition of characters and 

habits and perceptions helped give the project more depth in spite of the brevity. One of the 

hardest things, especially before it could be presented as a book was clarifying that the author 

had not made these maps himself, and that the voices between his work and the maps (as well as 

between maps) were intended to be distinct. For a long time I wasn’t sure what to do with the 

foreword. I finally realized it was a space to overemphasize his need to feel creative and explain 

his motivation for compiling this book—it had to feel somewhat academic in the hope while still 

having a little bit of a wink to peak people’s interest.  

 

Major Themes 

We wanted the maps to feel distinct so they all have intentionally different approaches 

but we also needed underlying themes to give the project cohesion. Many of the personal maps 

deal with loneliness or loss, for instance “Pairings,” “The Anatomy of Loneliness,” “Julie’s 

Island,” and “How to Bake a Cake”. This was a natural theme for this work as our editor 

character comes to this project from a dark place. While it was an important theme, we also 

didn’t want it to overrun the project or feel too forced. Initially, “How to Bake a Cake”, which 

was loosely inspired by a piece I wrote in previous creative writing class was going to be 

centered around a break up. However, that ended up feeling too neat. It felt right to have the last 

introduction end on this very final note and then have the last map bring back some levity that 
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made it feel somewhat out of place. “How to Bake a Cake” is intentionally only debatably a map, 

and marks a noticeable shift in tone.   

The theme we leaned on most heavily to give the project cohesiveness is food. I have a 

long-standing interest in food writing, which made it to come up with ideas. I think food was an 

effective theme because it’s something so universal that people interact with in such different 

ways. We wanted a theme that was somewhat concrete as opposed to having a theme like hope. I 

think food was a great choice because it allowed us to drastically vary the tone and feel 

somewhat disjointed while still providing an important underpinning.  Many of these maps came 

from things I’d heard or noticed. I had the opportunity to chat with Frank Bruni through Plan II 

and initially, I’d considered making “Under Review” the premise for my entire thesis. Some of 

my favorite pieces of food writing are “Sweet Spot” an essay by Paul Graham, which discusses 

tapping maple trees, Gabrielle Hamilton’s Blood, Bones and Butter, which discusses her finding 

her place as a woman in the restaurant industry, and Mastering the Art of Soviet Cooking by 

Anya Von Bremzen, which gives a unique take on 3 generations and gives a glimpse of food or 

lack there of in soviet Russia. However, I’ve also enjoyed books like The Sorcerers Apprentices 

by Lisa Abend, which looks at the stagiaires at El Bulli, the best restaurant in the world. I am 

drawn to food because a book like The Last Chinese Chef by Nicole Mones that, even as a novel, 

examines Chinese traditions surroundings food. I’m interested in the perspective food provides 

on people. 

 

Researching Individual Maps 

While this was technically a purely fictional project as we were pretended all the maps were 

created by different people and they weren’t, there was a lot of research that went into this 
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project. The maps that are grounded in reality we wanted to be as accurate as possible. Here’s the 

methodology that went into the writing of several of these maps. 

The Original Famous Absolute Best Ray’s Pizza: 

This was the most research-intensive map. I’d heard stories about how there used to be dozens of 

the Ray’s Pizzas back in the 90’s but wasn’t sure if there was a story to tell. After some 

preliminary research I found there wasn’t just one story there were dozens. I spent a lot of time 

combing the New York Times archives for records. I also went through the pizza sections of old 

phone books from the right period in New York to find as many variations on the name Ray’s 

Pizza as possible. We initially were planning on listing them all but that quickly proved futile. 

However, the phone books were still a great resource. I found one that actually had ads for two 

opposing Ray’s, one having paid to place a large logo in the hopes it would recognizable. Even 

with our map being as dense as it is, there are still some great quotes and storylines that got left 

out. Many hours later many questions remain unanswered: Who is Ray? Who made Ray’s 

famous? Who is the best Ray’s? How did there come to be a Ray’s Pizza in India? 

 

The Evolution of Valencia Street: 

Having grown up in San Francisco this was a transformation I witnessed first hand. If anything, 

it’s become more apparent to me since I’ve moved, as every time I return home it seems more 

pronounced. A thrift store that’s been a Mission institution actually closed while we were 

working on this map. This was a challenging map to research because of the sheer amount of 

information to present.  We initially considered using the historical version of Google street view 

but that was inefficient and only went back to around 2007. I ultimately ended up going to the 

San Francisco Public Library. They had a historical section divided up by neighborhood that was 
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very interesting but ultimately the best resource was the indexes that come out each year to 

create mailing lists. I was surprised by how even in this, the most clinical of sources there were 

stories. There was a man who used to live over the print shop he owned, who was one of the last 

hold outs. There was evidence that what was happening wasn’t just blue-collar businesses going 

up scale it was private residences being converted. This map was hard for me because there were 

so many important stories that I wanted to tell that fell outside of these couple of blocks. 

Recently, gentrification has been encroaching more and more on the Mission well beyond 

Valencia Street. I think that part has been harder for me to watch because, while it’s been 

incremental, I’ve always known Valencia as a gentrified space. I’d like to think the Mission is 

untouchable but it isn’t. While working on this map, I came across a compilation by Lauren 

Davis called The Comic Book Guide to the Mission.  I think in this particular case it was helpful 

that Preethi was further removed from this space. When I handed over the data to her I had a list 

of what each business had been called, it was only through her simplification of the information 

that it became worthwhile.  

 

An American Kitchen, circa 2016: 

This one was one of the most fictional maps that still involved a fair amount of research. This 

map was initially inspired by my Aunt’s kitchen because she tends to have a strange assortment 

of things. Over Thanksgiving break, I actually went through all of her cupboards one by one 

asking her where and why she’d bought things. Her explanation of why they’d purchased 

coconut oil was my favorite. I felt very strongly it wasn’t enough to just present her kitchen. It 

needed to give a sense of the ways food trends are flawed, but also that all food trends are flawed 

which is where the future food trends came in.  
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Tokyo Subway Ramen: 

This map had unexpected research barriers. Some of Tokyo’s best Ramen is in its subway which 

I found super interesting. We had trouble researching this because at least from a western 

perspective many station appear to have multiple names and it’s hard to tell remotely whether 

something is in a subway station or just near a subway station. This is another map where there 

were more details I would have loved to have included. They have a fascinating ticket system 

that many restaurants use. There are incredibly prestigious food courts you have to apply for.  

 

Vincent Price’s Travels Through Reality and Then Some: 

This was interesting map to research. Vincent Price wrote a global cookbook. It’s highly dated 

which makes it pretty amusing. Many of the photos feel like they would come from horror 

(though aspic always does). This map was interesting in the scope of research because it mixed 

fictional and real work. This is another map where we had a ton of information but we needed to 

figure out how best to present it. 

 

Under Review: 

“Under Review” was interesting to research because it was a story I had pieces of coming into 

this project. Ruth Riechl’s autobiographies are among my all-time favorites. I wasn’t aware of 

how the Zagat system had been bought out by Google and changed. While it didn’t ultimately 

make it into the map, it was interesting to look at what restaurants did earn top reviews from 

yelp. It was interesting to look at the inherent distortion in online reviews because when you 

bring in patrons rather than critics standards and expectations suddenly play a huge role. This 
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was particularly interesting for me because I work with hotel reviews. I thought it was interesting 

that Craig Claiborne didn’t initially use stars. It does seem like there’s a trend towards 

acknowledging less traditional establishments.  

 

How To Bake A Cake: 

While “How To Bake A Cake” isn’t technically research based, it was actually inspired by an 

exercise I did in a devised theater class. We were supposed to record a story and a separate track 

walking someone through the ground floor of our house (e.g. walk three steps, turn left) we then 

swapped and played one story aloud while someone with headphones walked through the path. It 

made for interesting juxtapositions and it made me think about how text can be a map in and of 

itself. 

 

Julie’s Island: 

This map is completely fictional but it was one of the most interesting challenges. This map was 

inspired by first map I made several years ago. In my first creative writing class, we were asked 

to come up with a project that had a visual component. I made a map of island that a girl had left 

for her friend while she was away for the day (another narrative conceit). It mixed historical 

information with favorite places. This map was a challenge because I knew I wanted to base it on 

that map but was unsure how it could evolve and how to tie in food. I spent a lot of time writing 

these descriptions and rewriting them. My first impulse was to give elements of magical realism. 

I decided I wanted to give it more depth by making it someone looking back on the place they 

grew up, but things are presented as they are remembered not as they are (another unreliable 

narrator). I also decided I wanted to pull in food by using a lot of sensory imagery. While it 
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ended up sharing occasional elements with the original map (for instance, including a pair of 

twins where one has committed suicide) in a lot of significant ways it changed. The voice is 

more southern and more poetic than anything else in the collection. 

 
What were some challenges or unexpected things 
 
While working on this project we encountered some unexpected challenges, some of which I’ve 

previously touched on. Many of the challenges we had were related to comprehension of early 

drafts. One of them was presenting drafts of maps. As a writer, presenting just text made it hard 

to explain ideas. I think one of the biggest benefits of collaboration is that, because we’ve 

worked together so often, Preethi could not only understand my notes she was able to build on 

them. For instance, when I handed off my notes on “The Original Famous Absolute Best Ray’s 

Pizza” 

it was her idea to draw Manhattan as a slice of pizza. 

Another challenge was mixing real and fictional material. Technically, this entire work is 

fictional because it pretends to be written by different people but we wanted to tell some real 

stories. Anything that could be verified is real, but we didn’t consider how that would make it 

even more confusing by giving the impression the entire project was real. This was something I 

looked at in other works with narrative conceits. We found what was most important was making 

the fictional authors obvious to clarify that the editor hadn’t written these maps. We ultimately 

decided we liked that it felt real. 

A final challenge was making the separation of layers clear. In early drafts before all of 

the maps ere fully executed we had issues with people not being on whether the editor was also 

supposed to be making all of these maps. There was discussion of even adding a layer of bonus 

digital notes from his publisher but that felt like it would have been to much follow. I also toyed 
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with having the foreword be written by his publisher but that was equally confusing. As 

previously discussed, I let some of the elements like the foreword be more straightforward.  

Something that surprised me about this project was how much research went into this 

project, but also sometimes it was hard to remind myself that not every map had to have as much 

depth as projects like “Under Review”. I also struggled with wanted to include more information. 

As a writer I gravitate towards wanting to include everything. Another benefit of collaboration 

was that Preethi had more distance from the information I was working with. For instance, for 

“The Evolution of Valencia Street” map she categorized the businesses for.  

 Another challenge was balancing the voice. I needed the author to feel like an authority 

on cartographic but the introductions had to branch out from feeling academic very quickly. I 

found people liked having hints at the academic, even if they didn’t understand all of the terms 

used they wanted.   

 

What Next? 
 

I recently attended an event put on by the Austin Atlas Society called “The Mappening”. 

We were all given sheets of paper and asked to map an underpass in an hour. All of our maps 

were very different. Among us there was an urban planner who was predictably fastidious but 

there was also a woman who spent the whole time drawing one tree and an artist who created a 

perspective drawing showing all the graffiti in the space. In my opinion, the most interesting 

maps only represent a couple kinds of data. I’d previously taken a course on interior design at 

Parsons this project has shed new light on. This process has changed how I think about design 

and narrative. 
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Off Course: On Collaboration 

by Preethi Balakrishnan and Kelsey Boylan 

Preethi Balakrishnan and Kelsey Boylan are undergraduates at The University of Texas at 

Austin currently working on a thesis titled Off Course: A Creative Exploration of Cartography, 

Cuisine and Narrative. Their project is a fictional anthology of 13 maps with an underlying 

theme of food, compiled by a fictional editor character with a story of his own. They spoke with 

us about the collaborative process.  

 

Interview by Margaret Johnson, December 12th 2016  

 

What are your individual creative backgrounds? 

P: I didn’t take any art classes until I was 13 and then I decided that it was my calling and got 

really into digital illustration for four years. I practiced that a lot. I thought it was going to be 

what I wanted to do, like illustrating book covers. Around then, I discovered that no one in my 

family wanted me to go to art school, including myself, so I went into advertising. Art director 

seemed like a perfect role for me because it’s still art but also has an element of communications. 

Now I’m starting to see myself more as a designer than an illustrator. I think it’s a really good fit 

for me. 

 

K: I guess I have a similar story, except that I came into it initially wanting to be in advertising. 

When I was a little kid I used to ride the subway and look at the ads and then I would try to come 

up with better ones. Sometimes I’ll go back and people will remind me about how when I was 

little I used to ask them for products to come up with jingles for. Short story writing is still 
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something I put a lot of time into, but I always come at projects with an interdisciplinary 

perspective. I’d say that’s my background and what I’m best at.  

 

How did the two of you start working together? 

K: I guess I should maybe start on this one [P laughs]. I was an out of state student — 

 I came to Texas for the advertising program and I didn’t know anyone. I was also in this weird 

honors program called Plan II that had a Facebook page. I noticed someone else on the page had 

posted that she was an advertising major so I sent her a totally random message and asked if she 

wanted to get lunch one day. When I got here, we did get lunch and we realized that we have a 

lot of things in common.  

 

P: Strangely enough, I think what makes us good partners is that generally we don’t have a lot of 

things in common, but that first day all of the things we talked about kind of lined up. Like how 

both of our mothers are teachers and we were both in the IB program in high school, which felt 

important at the time.  

 

K: So basically, we would have found each other eventually but that was how it happened, and 

actually we didn’t hang out pretty much at all that first semester. We really started working 

together I guess sophomore year? We had this one semester where we had every class together 

except one, and we were on the board of the same student organization. Plus, we did a bunch of 

projects together.  
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P: Most of what I remember from that semester is just us going to like student org. officer 

meetings, and then to actual meetings, and then immediately going to meetings for a project for 

our media class, just back to back. 

 

K: I remember the night I knew we were going to be friends, or not even friends, but the night I 

knew we were going to be partners. It’s 10 pm on Tuesday and we’re putting together a media 

project and this one girl in our group was supposed to be sending us her section and she just 

didn’t. She kept saying she was going to and I was calling her and she finally sent us her stuff 

and it was absolutely terrible, like she copied and pasted from Wikipedia and Preethi and I both 

knew that even though it was like 11 and we still had to print this thing, we were going to have to 

go back and rewrite it all. 

 

P: We also both knew that both of our standards were high enough that we were going to go 

back and write it, even though it wasn’t our work. 

 

K: So it was just like the two of us sitting there laughing and I was like, you know what, if I can 

laugh with you about this moment I can work with you. So we went back and rewrote it. And 

then we were friends. I guess we still haven’t talked about some of the other creative projects 

we’ve done together. I think a lot of the creative projects we eventually developed together grew 

out of that dynamic of working together in a noncreative setting. 

 

P: We both got into this portfolio program we call the creative sequence where you work on 

campaigns in pairs with one copywriter, one art director. We were lucky enough that I was an art 
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director and she was a writer so it was easy for us to work together. Our first semester out of 

three campaigns we actually only did one together. Big mistake on both of our parts [laughter].  

 

K: Yeah, I guess it was around then Preethi actually did graphics for a play that I did, that was 

like a shadow show that had these projections involved and we just sort of found we have a good 

work dynamic in a creative setting as well. 

 

How did you decide to work on this project together? 

K: Originally this was just going to be my project, but over the summer Preethi and started 

talking and we were joking because I talk to her about pretty much all of my random projects and 

we hit a point where I was kidding around and was like what if we did this together? 

 

P: — and then I was like wait, we should do this together. But even before we talked explicitly 

about working on it together I was interested. I think it was when we talked about how the editor 

could have some overarching story that’s told through the maps that I first became interested. I 

was envisioning this book, and I’m still envisioning this book, hopefully it turns out that way, 

and I was like I think that’s something that I would want to put my name on.  

 

K: That’s interesting, I think of that as being one of the more writing-based sides of it. 

See well, when I think maps, I think visuals, I think the storytelling part of it is definitely more 

text-based. I don’t know if the visuals carry as much of the story, but I was interested in how, 

with maps, visuals are inherently part of that story.  
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What would you say that process of collaboration is like? 

K: I feel like that’s a really abstract question. Are you looking for like a metaphor here? 

 

P: It’s trying to pin down something that doesn’t really — that we don’t really think about when 

we’re working together.  

 

K: I think it’s funny for us coming into this, because I think one of the reasons we’ve been asked 

to do this interview is that for Plan II it’s really new to have two people collaborate. But for us, 

it’s something we’ve already really gotten used to. What do you think? 

 

P:  Yeah, I didn’t used to spend much time thinking about how strange it was that advertising, or 

I should say creative advertising, asks you to pair up, until for this project we had to try to break 

down how we collaborate and it’s not really a thing that is static or stays the same between 

projects. It’s like — we just handle it. 

 

K: When we first talked about working together on this project, one of the things we ran into is 

that one of our advisors was like ‘what are you going to do if you disagree or one of gets really 

sick or whatever’ and it was so funny to us. This notion that we could be so early in the 

collaborative process that we would have never disagreed. 

 

P: Or that either of us would disagree so much that we would abandon the project. 
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K: But even now we don’t totally know where it’s going. Several times now people have been 

like ‘wow that sounds so cool. We’re so excited to see your project.’ And we’re like ‘we’re 

excited to see our project too.’ 

 

P: And then they think we’re joking except we actually aren’t.  

 

K: But then we look back and we did the initial round of sketches in what? Two weeks? So I 

think it’ll all work out. 

 

What do you think makes you good collaborators? 

K: I feel like we definitely have different approaches to projects. 

 

P: Yeah, you take this strange approach where you try to downplay the amount of work you have 

to do just to convince yourself that it’s not actually that amount of work. 

 

K: It kind of works sometimes? 

 

P: I’m the exact opposite, where I have to lay out exactly every single thing I have to do for a 

project and only in that way can I be happy with where I am right now.  

 

K: Yeah, and that definitely helps, I think we’re both worried about different parts of the 

process; we are confident in different parts; and we’re both good at different parts. Preethi keeps 

track of the long-term deadlines. 
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What do you think makes a bad collaborator? 

P: Not listening—  

 

K: YEAH I THINK NOT LISTENING IS A REALLY IMPORTANT. In all seriousness, 

finding a great collaborator is a really hard thing. It’s important to find someone who knows how 

their process works. There’s an important balance of timelines, work styles and level of 

criticalness. Also humor, which is strange because it doesn’t seem like it would matter if you’re 

just like working together, but it does. No matter what, sometimes I think people are just not 

meant for each other, which makes sense because a good collaborator is basically someone who 

can read your mind. I come to Preethi with these very text-based ideas, like I want to make a 

map about...New York’s restaurant scene or that kind of thing and she can take that into 

something that looks cool and makes sense to other people. 

 

P: In contrast, half the time at work I’m just sitting there reading thesaurus.com and throwing out 

words and somehow we talk about how maps are about going on a course and then we’re looking 

at a thesaurus entry for meal and course happens to be on there and I just throw it out there and 

suddenly it clicks in Kelsey’s brain and suddenly we have a title for our thesis. 

 

What have been some challenges you’ve faced with this project and others?  

P: Well, it’s not like we agree on every single thing that we come across. There have definitely 

been times where we wanted to go different directions but that’s when it helps to have a third 

party like our creative director or our professor who can mediate. 
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K: Yeah, and I think one of the things we do really well is we kind of defer to each other. So if 

it’s something that’s visually driven then Preethi pretty much always has final say and if it’s 

something writing driven then I have final say. 

 

P: Unless she sends it to me and I edit it for her. 

 

K: Yeah, except I don’t get to edit Preethi’s stuff. See, that’s the thing, Preethi could do my job, 

because Preethi is like really smart and generally competent, but I could never do Preethi’s job. 

 

P: Kelsey could pay someone to do my job though, so… 

 

K: It’s a balance. There was one project we did where we actually had a third person in the mix 

who was kind of in between art director and copywriter and that was a strange experience. 

 Something that hasn’t been a challenge so much as a change is the longer time frame of 

this project. In advertising, we do this thing a lot where we’re working on a project and we’ll 

have to knock something out and we hit a point where we know we’ve hit a wall with it but we’ll 

keep pushing it and pushing it and it doesn’t necessarily produce the best work. Here, we’ve had 

enough time that I look back and I’m like wow that was a part of it was a really big deal and it’s 

done. I think if I had thought about that before we started it would have been the worst part, but 

since I didn’t it didn’t feel that hard, I was just excited about it. 
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P: For me a related challenge has been that I have trouble feeling like it’s finished, though this 

was something I also encountered with digital illustration. Admittedly, plenty of advertising 

projects don’t feel like they are finished but they are due so I have to turn them in and then I 

eventually either comes to terms with them or revisit them. This is such a long project, probably 

the one that I’ve spent the most time on or that I will have spent the most time on maybe in my 

life, that it’s been particularly hard to reach a point where I feel finished. 

 

How do you see this project contributing to your futures after college? 

K: I think it’s interesting. We recently found out our proposal was accepted to go present this at 

a mapping workshop in DC and that’s kind of odd just because so many of the people who are 

going to be there are going to be people for who, like, maps is what they do. I don’t think for us 

this is something that sets us on a new course. It’s not like hey forget this advertising thing—

Preethi I think we should go make maps.  

 

P: As creatives in advertising, our portfolios come first, so doing a body of work that normally 

takes a full year which is not something that happens in the advertising industry. 

 

K: Well, it does, just it’s like here’s this terrible commercial that has no life in it.   

 

P: Well ok, being able to put our skills to different uses in a creative project we have complete 

control over is definitely something that has value in demonstrating our ability to work together 

as well as our creative abilities to employers. 
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How did you split up the work on this? 

K: Well, initially this was my project, so I came into it with kind of a vision of what I wanted it 

to be. I had this big idea that I wanted to do a bunch of food maps and I had some more specific 

ideas and we kind of dove into it from there. I would say it was a lot of my ideas kind of guiding 

some of that, though I can’t draw at all. 

 

P: I would say that we’ve had to— for this project because there are different parameters than 

what we’re used to—be more clear cut in our different roles in the project. So instead of being an 

art director I feel like I’m more of a designer in this role which is perfectly fine with me, but like 

it’s different from what we’re used to because normally you don’t just hand off copy to me and 

call it a day. We spend so much time concepting and working throughout the entire process 

together. I mean—we share a single desk at work. I don’t think we could ever sit separately in 

our own rooms and complete a project.  

 

Who’s idea was this? 

P: Tell me Kelsey. 

 

K: Why don’t you talk about it Preethi? 

 

P: You know, even though Kelsey spent two days locked up in a cabin planning this, it really 

wasn’t an idea until she brought it to me. No, she came to me with like 12 maps that she had 

thought of. Honestly, I know that she is proactive enough that I was happy jumping on a project 
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that by the end of the summer had reached the point that most people are like two months into 

the school year, and that just makes me happy.  

 

K: Yeah, I’m not going to lie. This was definitely my idea. 

 

Who has done the most work? 

K: I think really the concepting is where the bulk of this is. I mean there’s the execution portion 

but like Preethi was saying earlier—I could pay someone to do this. You know, if I hadn’t been 

able to find an art director. 

 

P: Yeah, I mean it would only be like $80 an hour and how much time did I spend on that first 

map? Ehh probably like 30 hours over the past two weeks so you do the math.  

 

K: I was thinking maybe of going on like fiver. [website where you can commission people to do 

graphic design work for $5] 

 

P: Or you could pay them in exposure. They’d love that. 

 

K: I think there definitely has been a lot of work on every end of it. It was kind of weird because, 

well, if we had come into the school year with just what I pitched last semester we would have 

been in trouble. Honestly, when I initially pitched this as my thesis I went into rooms and was 

like “MAPS.” I talked a little bit but I really, really did not know where I was going with it. I 

think if we’d come into the fall with that I would have been terrified but we did a lot of the stuff 
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over the summer that would have been the scariest. Figuring what the maps were going to be, 

and what the overall arc was going to be before we showed up for our first thesis class. And I 

think that was a really good thing.  

 

P: This is something we’re used to, too. The art director really does the bulk of the work at the 

end of the process. 

 

K: And the copywriter has to be the brains behind the process. 

 

P: Sure, I mean brains is nothing without brawn. 

 

Who would you say is in charge of this process? 

K: So, we’ve touched on this. If you’re really asking straight out I would have to say — I mean, 

if I’m just being honest, this has always been my thesis. I’ve been so grateful to have Preethi’s 

help but when it comes down to it—  

 

P: When it comes down to it, it’s about what it looks like. If I decided everything was going to 

be the ugliest shade of orange, and I don’t mean burnt orange—  

 

K: But I mean if you did that I would just take my idea and go find a new partner. 
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P: So what, I guess you apply for a grant for like $5000? Let me know how that goes for you and 

I’ll apply for the same grant. The visuals shape the big idea. You don’t see your viewer can’t 

understand that idea without clear and concise visuals that also happen to—  

 

K: Well maybe they’re just not intellectual enough. Maybe that’s just another example of how 

society favors—  

 

P: Wow. So you’re going to degrade the reader and not just acknowledge that you need visual 

help—  

 

K: I’m just talking about society as a whole here. This is a thing copywriters run into all the 

time. Where you get these art directors who get to put all these things in their portfolios, like 

‘here are my pretty drawings.’ If I’m putting personal projects in a portfolio it’s like ‘here is a 

100-page Word doc. Enjoy.’ I mean no one’s going to read that. 

 

P: Well maybe you should get an art director to illustrate your Word doc. Then maybe someone 

would at least look at it. 

 

K: This is just ridic- 

 

P: You know I don’t even want to hear you use this thesis as a soapbox. How about you draw 

some pretty pictures so I don’t have to listen to you going on— 
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K: I bet that’s all you could handle huh? Maybe you should go. Maybe this is my chance to show 

how words can be effective without visuals. 

 

P: Ok, so in May when you show up for the defense we’ll see whose thesis gets read more. 

 

K: Maybe we will— 

 

(Preethi leaves)  

 

K: So… Preethi just left. So, I guess this actually won’t be published since I’ll be completing 

this project alone. But it’s going to be great. You should definitely check it out. I think it’s going 

to be these fabulous text-based maps. 
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As many readers may be aware, I have been involved in the academic world of cartography for some time now. 
However, I feel that this academic lens has held me back from fully exploring the creative side of my interest in 
maps. While many of my previous works have examined the inherent bias and distortion of mapmaking, I’ve always 
approached these biases as flaws, signs of how these elements prevented certain maps from accurately portraying 
reality. Until now, I haven’t had the opportunity to explore how maps can use this same distortion to present a unique 
perspective. Over the course of my research, I’ve been compelled to think about how maps can tell stories. I’m an 
immensely creative person which is something that may not be obvious from some of my past works. This project is 
something I’ve wanted to put together for many years now and I recently found myself with some time on my hands to 
make it a reality.

Many would classify this work as a collection of art pieces rather than maps. For those of you, including my publisher, 
who were hoping my next publication would be Longitudes: A Legacy Volume 5, I’m sorry to disappoint. I’ve chosen to 
compile this collection because I felt the need to step back and ask what is a map. While as cartographers we spend 
a lot of time debating the merits of various mapping techniques, we spend comparatively little time delving into what 
makes a map a map. Again, though our work is highly visual, some might say we are not particularly creative. However, I 
believe that perception should change. Mapmaking has an important creative component. Whether you’re an academic 
in cartographic studies or a first time reader I ask you to set aside your preconceptions of what a map is for now, as I 
think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.  

I picked these maps because each pushes the boundaries of what we would conventionally call a map. They all also talk 
about another passion of mine — food. Some are unusual specimens I’ve found over the years during my research, but 
others I stumbled across in unexpected places. Some of their authors would not consider themselves to be mapmakers. 
I’ve opted to focus on American authors, as that’s my area of expertise. The first map in this anthology was found at the 
Iowa Tourism bureau.

Ultimately, even though there is much creativity that goes into completing a map, there is perhaps even more creativity 
that goes into the analysis of creative maps. This compilation is not intended to be comprehensive; there are always 
more courses to take, but I think this one has proven worthwhile. I’m very glad my creativity has allowed me to see the 
value in this project and that I had the strength of will to keep at it. I’m thankful to my publisher for letting me take this 
journey off course. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I’ve enjoyed compiling it.
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The Central Iowa Corn Country Guide was initially created as an agritourism guide for 
corn farms, much akin to the wine tasting guides of Sonoma’s vineyards. It was intended 
to demonstrate the subtleties in varieties of corn. It stands out in this collection due to its 
exclusively functional nature. The rich key allows us to understand some of the details 
even without the shading that might have been used to indicate the topography. The color 
scheme is used to evoke the yellowness of the corn. I’ve always wanted to attend such 
a corn tour but failed to do so while I lived in the area and was pleased to come across 
this reminder of my time there. This map does seemingly emphasize visual appeal over 
accuracy, but despite the breaking of conventions it is clear and easy to read. Even given 
the huge amount of information, each piece is easily found, like an orchestra composed 
so carefully you are given the impression it’s being thought of on the spot. Too many 
maps today are composed like jazz — haphazardly improvised — producing the opposite 
effect, whereby, at first, it may appear cohesive until you discover they’ve failed to 
document a road or a change in incline. Here, the work is clean and smooth. The thinking 
is as pure and sweet as the corn.
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The Central Iowa Corn Country Guide by Allen Hart
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When I was a boy my father took me to see Vincent Price star in War-Gods of the Deep. 
It was a tremendous story about how, off the coast of England, sea creatures battled 
humans. It was the first time I’d heard of England and perhaps the first moment where I 
understood there were places very very far away.

At the time, it seemed a stretch that the world existed beyond my neighborhood, or even 
that parts of the neighborhood continued to function autonomously when I wasn’t there. 
As we sat in the car after the movie, my Dad pulled out one of those huge map books 
that was necessary before GPS. It only showed our region of Masschusetts, but almost as 
wishful thinking there was also a world map inside the front cover. My Dad flipped to the 
world map and pointed to England, and then pointed to Arkham, Massachusetts. I didn’t 
know it then, but that map was terribly inaccurate. The map of the world we typically use 
dramatically distorts the sizes of the continents. There are several versions of the global 
map that attempt to amend this. The one I favor is the Waterman Butterfly Projection. 
While unfortunately this Vincent Price map shares these flaws of distorted global 
geography, I decided to include it given its attempts to graft fictional occurrences onto our 
real world. 
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Vincent Price’s Travels Through Reality and Then Some by Liv Summers, Chase Winfield
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On our first big trip together, to London, I remember remarking on how all the stops 
appeared to be equidistant on the map, but the time we spent passing between them 
was highly irregular. This is not unusual with subway maps. Someone went to the 
trouble of mapping the actual London subway lines in a geographically correct fashion 
and ended up with a bunch of curved patterns reminiscent of rivers all clumped up in 
the center. Subway maps are largely the product of designers — and make no mistake 
these are designers, not cartographers — so obsessed with order, with consistency and 
complementary color schemes that they sacrifice functionality. Order is important, but 
not at the cost of being true to the source material. When we become so intent on fitting 
everything into a neat rectangle with rigid lines we lose some value. Much like how if you 
were on vacation and someone insisted on spending every instant exploring, even if you 
were quite tired already and didn’t fancy a visit to Big Ben, that would be problematic. It 
would be them just fitting your experience into the box they’d shown up with, ready-made. 
This map turns the convention on its head. A subway map is wrong because it is utterly 
useless for navigating a city on foot, but it can guide you between subway stops. As this 
map shows locations that are exclusively in subway stations, this map is functional.
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Tokyo Subway Ramen by Katsuo Nakano
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I found myself in San Francisco many years ago for a conference on the evolution of 
hachuring. Mind you this was quite early in my career, and I was travelling alone, so I made 
the mistake of joining some colleagues at a bar called The Elbo Room. It was an abysmal 
experience. If ever jazz could have a smell this would be it. It was stuffy, with undertones 
of stale beer and overly-medicinal gin. We didn’t arrive until 11 and didn’t leave until 
someone threw up on my shoes. These were not leather shoes: they were sneakers of 
the sort that have a porous exterior. I returned to my hotel room reeking of pot and vomit, 
without any desire to return. It was the only pair of shoes I’d brought with me. When I 
came across this map, I did some digging and was amused to note that, had I come just a 
few years earlier, I might have been spared this heinous experience as it was previously a 
place called Amelia’s, which at least sounds more respectable. This map is unusual in that 
it represents time in addition to space and has the interesting conceit of representing a 
street like the rings of a tree. It’s also unusual in that it does not claim complete objectivity, 
given that the point at which businesses become gentrified is highly subjective.  
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The Evolution of Valencia Street by Jill Kim

THE EVOLUTION OF VALENCIA STREET
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If you walk down San Francisco’s Valencia Street 
today, in between the painfully-hip vintage cloth-
ing stores, you’ll find two chocolatiers, a couple of 
juice peddlers and innumerable “organic” stores. It 
hasn’t always been that way. Valencia Street is part 
of San Francisco’s historically Hispanic Mission 
District. Many say gentrification first took hold here 
when Valencia Street got bike lanes and the police 
station was moved back in the early 2000s. This 
map shows how the neighborhood has changed 
since 1975.
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This map is more like a blueprint than a traditional map. I’ve chosen to include it, as I 
appreciate the level of detail used. I think generally maps could benefit from being more 
like blueprints. The high stakes associated with a blueprint ensure they must be precise 
and incredibly functional. Imagine how much more accurate maps would be if any 
misstep would result in a million-dollar building collapsing. How much more careful we 
might be in general if we treated every action we took as if it mattered.
 
This map is admittedly frustrating as the overlapping layers obscure some information. 
Beyond the design though, I was drawn to this map because I appreciate the challenges 
of sharing a small kitchen. Even the most spacious of kitchens can feel crowded with too 
many cooks. While completing my doctorate I lived with a man who consumed nothing 
but Hot Pockets and Otter Pops and in perpetuity left a film of grease in the microwave. 
Now, I am fortunate to live alone, but I’m always surprised by the number of people who 
aren’t familiar with even basic fridge etiquette. Obvious things — like the milk should 
never be stored in the door or that shelves need to be cleaned weekly. Some people will 
even insist on keeping yogurt starter (basically a jar of living bacteria) in your fridge when 
you haven’t really moved in together yet.
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My House at Dinnertime by Kara Clifford
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Perhaps more so in New York than anywhere else in the world, when it comes to fine 
dining, attention to detail is paramount. It is the mapmaking of the culinary world. The 
process must be approached with a clear vision and steady hands.  After my father died, 
I visited New York briefly with a friend and had the pleasure of dining at Daniel. I still 
remember every course, the foie gras followed by the escargot with beurre blanc and the 
endive salad. I was beyond embarrassed that my dining companion was a vegetarian and 
sat there patiently dissecting the meal, but even her share of lardons didn’t go to waste 
as we brought them back to my father’s Labrador who went absolutely mad for them. 
You can imagine my delight so many years later, Charlie the Labrador still at my side, at 
finding this map, which has some information about New York City’s critics, but first and 
foremost has information about the kinds of fine dining establishments New York has to 
offer.
 
This map is structurally interesting as it again attempts to incorporate temporal elements 
in addition to more traditional spatial components. I doubt I’ll have occasion to return to 
New York, as these small moments of order are too far and few between, given the large 
moments of chaos — of drug deals and jazz clubs and reckless youths — but in some 
ways I find it that much more impressive that the authors were able to find and organize 
restraint in this city of excess.
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Under Review by Henry Delgado, Reese Mauro

MICHELIN

1 A very good restaurant in its category.
2 Excellent cooking, worth a detour.
3 Exceptional cuisine, worth a special journey.
In 1900, with fewer than 3000 cars on the road in France, 
Michelin tires put out a guide to denote restaurants worth 
a journey. Many years later, the first US city they’d 
acknowledge would be New York. Le Bernadin, 
Jean-Georges, and Per Se are the only restaurants to 
have held onto 3 stars since then. Some have accused 
Michelin of favoring French establishments but even that 
trend has been changing. 

The stars don’t always align.
The New York restaurant scene is one of the 
most influential in the world. Since restaurant 

reviews first took hold here, the world has 
been watching. But while reviews have 

always shaped the restaurant scene, the 
restaurant scene has also shaped its critics.

ZAGAT

Before there was Yelp, there was Zagat, the survey-based 
voice of the people in restaurant reviewing. Zagat has 
generally upheld the status quo with top marks going to 
restaurants like Per Se and Bouley. However, they includ-
ed a wider range of restaurants long before The New York 
Times. In 2011, Zagat was acquired by Google and they 
changed the rating system to be three 5 star scores 
available through Google maps.

YELP

Yelp is an online reviewing site that took o� in 2005 
because it allowed users to leave unsolicited “real” 
reviews. Unlike its predecessors where inclusion was 
endorsement, all restaurants were reviewed no matter 
how small or sub-par. Yelp is interesting because users 
have varied standards depending on their expectations. 
None of the restaurants included on this map have higher 
than a 4.5.  Many that take top marks are comparatively 
inexpensive.

THE NEW YORK TIMES

0 Poor 1 Good 2 Very Good 3 Excellent 4 Extraordinary
With the internet they’ve introduced a separate system for 
users to review restaurants: 
1 Poor 2 Satisfactory 3 Good 4 Very Good 5 Excellent
Notice that only a critic can label a restaurant as extraordi-
nary. More on their critics in a minute.

CRAIG  CLAIBORNE | 1957 — 1972

The first New York Times food critic, Craig Claiborne 
made reviewing what it is today. Before him, reviews 
were thought of as something for the advertising depart-
ment. Long after his tenure, a New York Times review 
could make or break a restaurant. While he was hugely 
influential, the star system came later. He mostly chose 
french restaurants like Le Cirque, which is one of the few 
that has been open since his tenure.

BRYAN MILLER | 1984 — 1993

Bryan Miller upheld the tradition of the critics who 
preceded him, including Craig Claiborne, by favoring 
expensive, usually French, establishments. He was the 
first critic to give Le Bernadin 4 stars, which has 
maintained its rating ever since. He also gave Le Cirque 
4 stars, whose path has been more volatile. He turned to 
Craig Claiborne for advice when he first took on the 
post.

RUTH REICHL | 1993 — 1999

Ruth Reichl was the first New York Times critic to break 
the status quo. There was outrage, particularly from 
Bryan Miller, when she awarded the noodle shop 
Honmura An 3 stars and, more scandalously still, she 
took one of Le Cirque’s stars. Ruth Reichl was particular-
ly known for dining in disguise, attempting to duplicate 
the average diner’s experience. She still visited tradition-
al establishments, like Daniel, but made an e�ort to visit 
less traditional ones as well.

FRANK BRUNI  | 1999 — 2009

Frank Bruni was the first New York Times critic to 
compete with internet-based rating systems. With these 
new systems came questions about how much the 
Times’ opinion mattered. Some have accused the Times 
of writing bad reviews because they’re entertaining. 
Bruni found himself reviewing establishments that Craig 
Claiborne never would have considered like Momofuku 
Ko, a restaurant utterly lacking in atmosphere that still 
received 3 stars.

UNDER
REVIEW

3 scores out of 30. Service, Food, and Decor.
0-9 poor to fair 10-15 fair to good 16-19 good to very good 
20-25 very good to excellent 26-30 extraordinary to perfection

1 Eek! Me thinks not. 2 Meh. I’ve experienced better.
3 A-Ok. 4 Yay! I’m a fan. 5 Woohoo! As good as it gets! 
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The town I grew up in had precisely one pizza place. It was one of those franchises where 
a different family owns each, but the dough and marketing materials are all sent down 
from corporate. It was a buffet style restaurant with novelties like macaroni and cheese 
pizza and chicken alfredo pizza, as if that might make up for everything sitting under a 
heat lamp leaching grease. I worked there through high school and the smell permeated 
all of my clothing. While I could never give up meat, and I doubt I could fully give up dairy, 
to this day I’m tempted to give up cheese.
 
On our first trip to New York together, back before Dad died, I told Lauren I hated pizza, 
so she suggested we try a juice cleanse, so we got pizza. New Yorkers are particular 
about their pizza.  Dad sent us to his favorite place, which did happen to be a Ray’s. It was 
her first time meeting him, though I’d long since passed the age where that kind of thing 
merited ceremony. I think she might have thought I brought her because I was planning 
to propose. We came home with a bleak pizza that was just red sauce with a smattering 
of peppers. It was the kind of pizza the restaurant I worked at in high school might have 
served, to appease the suburban mothers’ consciences, but which would have sat, 
ignored by the children, just getting soggier. My Dad ate two slices. I think he might have 
thought I was going to propose to her too.

07

The Original Famous Absolute Best Ray’s Pizza by Felix Adams
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This map represents something as it was remembered rather than as it was. The use 
of scale is negligible, the lines irregular, and yet, it is at once revealing of the author’s 
personal attentions and the stories of a place. It is a map of a physical space but also a 
map of a memory. This map portrays shortcuts and best friends and children’s legends. 
I particularly appreciate how clearly multiple kinds of information are conveyed and 
intertwined with spatial information on this map. As I examined it, I thought back on all 
the places I’ve lived and whether I’d be qualified to create such a map. I considered how 
each semester I’d find new routes between my classes and new corners of campus to 
inhabit in between them, but that seems shallow. I’m not sure I’ve ever lived anywhere, 
even as a child, that absorbed my attentions so completely. It’s strange to consider what 
merits mapping. I have always been more focused on people. I wondered if perhaps I 
could ever create such a map of a person. Design it to encompass her likes and dislikes, 
her pockmarks and scars, her dreams and despairs. I don’t think I could. 

08

Julie’s Island by Jullianna Watts
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This map juxtaposes the traditional characteristics of a map with a frozen dinner. This 
map has been executed not from above but rather in a three-quarter perspective. This 
has the disadvantage of obscuring some of the information in the back. The colors are 
blended and the scale of some of the objects (for instance, the cabin in relation to the 
mountain) is distorted.
 
However, I chose this map not for its form, but for its insight into the human psyche. I 
think this map is incredibly relatable. I often find myself facing the distraction/distraction/
distraction/despair conundrum. In fact, compiling this book itself is a kind of distraction 
for me, as I’ve never watched much television. Lauren’s new boyfriend, Paul, watches a 
lot of television. Lauren never used to watch television but I guess that goes along with 
giving up “giving up red meat” and throwing away her yogurt starter and smoking a lot 
of pot and being about to move to New York with him and our dog. Paul is going to be an 
adjunct professor at NYU even though he says he’s really moving because his jazz band 
has taken off, which is a load of — anyway. I’ve been eating a lot of frozen dinners lately 
and found this map insightful. At least my fridge is clean.

09

The Anatomy of Loneliness by Akash Baria
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There are lots of parts of life we don’t like to think about. We want to eat our sausages 
in peace without being reminded of the pieces they came from. We want to sit down to 
dinner in peace without being reminded of how our lives are in pieces. A slow build of 
minor skirmishes over how often the ceiling fan ought to be cleaned, or how often the dog 
ought to be walked, or how often you work late, or how often she pretends to work late 
and you both work to keep up the pretense of fighting over work, preferable to working 
through the affair and the bullying and passive aggressive skirmishes and passive 
aggressive battles over nothing in particular. She pretends that the shift of the calm order 
of your life from maturity to monotony hasn’t bothered her. But you can’t help but be 
bothered by how she’s changed. By how she’s grown as a person, by how you’ve grown 
apart as people. This is a map of a metaphor. It literally shows how the sausage is made 
without reaching for gristle or gore, instead seeking a deeper truth about how we don’t 
like to think about things we don’t like to think about. We’d rather continue along in our 
neat, orderly bubble ignoring the homeless man on the corner, and the news on the radio, 
and the last bag in our — my — closet that means it’s really over. 

10

How the Sausage is Made by Isabel Howard
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This work is someone imagining what someone from the future would think of us looking 
back. It’s a useful device as it allows the author to comment on some of today’s food 
trends while also showing the deeper flaw in all food trends. In the future, they might feel 
superior remarking on our food trends (as we do looking back on the 50s) but without 
acknowledging how arbitrary their own food trends are. It’s like when you were a kid 
and you flipped your cheap binoculars around and suddenly everything looked far away 
even though it was still at arm’s length. I wonder sometimes how that might manifest 
itself in relationships. Perhaps in how we project into the future, imagining far off years 
in an instant. Perhaps in our inclination to bend the past to our current impression, 
remembering only the worst of what ended badly, looking back from a good place and 
saying we’ve always known she was the one. But mostly, I wonder if relationships have 
microtrends of their own. If even as we take pause and notice our patterns and work to 
break them we create new ones, such that no matter how we think we’ve changed, or our 
partner has changed, in retrospect we will always fall short.

11

An American Kitchen, circa 2016 by Nathan Adams
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CIRCA 2016

This exhibit hopes to convey an idea of the 
typical American kitchen in 2016, based on a 
survey of 100 homeowners at that time.

1. LEFT CUPBOARD
Big Paw Mission Fig Balsamic.
Purchased at farmer’s market. Used as a 
base for dressing and marinade.
> Ume Plum Vinegar. Multipurpose Asian 
condiment.
Coconut Oil. Homeowner purchased this 
item because they “heard it was supposed to 
be good for you, but we only tried it a couple 
weeks ago.” Following use, homeowner 
reconsidered its benefits as coconuts are 
“not inherently good for you” and it “made 
everything taste like coconuts.”

2. MIDDLE CUPBOARD
> Tiki Cup. Purchased from bar in 
neighboring town where predetermined 
group annually shared a large drink named 
after virgins.

3. RIGHT CUPBOARD
Jackfruit Chips. Purchased on trip to 
Malaysia, unconsumed.
Candied Ginger (bought in bulk). 
Chopped fine and added to whipped cream 
to top pumpkin pie.
> Matzo Meal. Added as binder for latkes.
Vanns Spices Brandied Pepper. Initially 
purchased on trip to New York at Zabar’s, 
subsequently bought at specialty store, 
finally ordered online directly from Baltimore, 
used in place of regular pepper, particularly 
on roasts.
Vanns Spices Bourbon Pepper. 
Discovered when ordering brandied pepper 
online. Slightly inferior to brandied pepper 
but virtually the same.
> Cavender’s. All purpose seasoning 
favored for preparing steak, one homeowner 
reported using it on eggs “in spite of my 
wife’s disapproval.”

4. COUNTER SPACE
Quarter Loaf San Luis Sourdough.
Stale.
> Holiday Cli� Bars. Iced Gingerbread and 
Spiced Pumpkin Pie flavors.  A precursor to 
our modern CPRM (Cricket Protein Ready 
Meal), “energy bars” were often used as 
snacks or a last minute lunch, though they 
contained comparatively high levels of fat 
and sugar.

5. TOP DRAWER
> Cheese Knife. Used for cutting cheese.
Clip. Attached to edge of pot to hold a spoon, 
or used to clip things.
Butter Mold.
Assorted Tupperware.

6. MIDDLE DRAWER
Stick. Used for making Mexican hot 
chocolate, source unknown.
Ice Cube Mold. Intended to create cubes 
resembling ships from Star Wars (American 
movie franchise [1977-2023]).
> Orange Peeler.

7. BOTTOM DRAWER
Better Than Gravy. Selected as it came 
from the makers of Better than Bouillon, 
brand “preferred by mother.”
> Knox, The Original Unflavored Gelatin. 
One of many general purpose items, unused.
Assorted Sauce Packets. Acquired from 
various fast food establishments.
Freeze Dried Red Onion. Convenience 
measure, substituted for fresh red onion in 
dishes like chili.

8. BAKING CUPBOARD
Super Grain Pasta. At this time, 
carbohydrates were out of favor.
Pure Vanilla. During this period, the 
carcinogenic properties of vanilla were as 
yet unknown.
> Baking Soda. A successful advertising 
campaign convinced homeowners that 
baking soda could absorb odors.
Water Bottle. Labeled with child’s name 
and phone number.
Rose’s Sweetened Lime Juice. Mostly 
empty. Used to make lager and lime. 
Homeowner had heard this beverage was 
“particularly good with Corona.”
Pepperment Creme Oreos. Seasonal 
item.

9. FREEZER
Ragu.
Ziploc Container of Puree. Orange, 
unlabeled, undated, freezer burned.
Ziploc Container of Puree. Yellow, 
unlabeled, undated, freezer burned.
Ziploc Container of Puree. Green, 
unlabeled, undated, freezer burned.

10. FRIDGE
Whipping Cream. The Winter 2016 
shortage of nitrous oxide prompted many 
to make whipped cream from scratch.
> Bottle of Champagne. Half empty.
Almond Beverage. Vanilla.

SMITHSONIAN EXHIBIT GUIDE \\ SPRING 2116 EDITION

OFF COURSE:

a creative exploration

of cartography, c
uisine

and narrative



26

Lauren is moving out in this passive aggressive fashion where she waits until she knows 
I will be out and comes to collect her things a couple bags at a time. It’s all the more 
amusing because she is, as she always has been, sloppy in her mindset, forever forgetting 
things just when she thinks she has finished. More entertaining still, I noticed a pattern in 
the midst of her normally flighty behavior. She’d taken to always coming by on Thursday 
afternoons when I’ve typically gone to the gym. With laser-like precision she would show 
up fifteen minutes after I left. This from a woman who is routinely forty-five minutes late to 
movies. So, in turn, I shifted my schedule to be more erratic, dropping by home for lunch 
some days, going to the gym on Tuesday.
  
Anyway, since she’s leaving in two weeks I finally gave it up and put together a bag with 
the last of her things. Most of it was scarves and trinkets but I came across a zine titled 
Lost Sock that included this delightful map. The author was actually surprised when I 
contacted her about including her work in a compilation of maps, but graciously agreed. 
Anyway, Lauren is supposed to collect it for real when she drops off Charlie this Thursday. 
Though she was supposed to last Thursday. At any rate she should be by soon. He is my 
father’s dog after all. Paul has asked me to stop calling. I might just keep the rest of it.

12

Pairings by Aubrey Erickson
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It takes an unusually creative mindset to recognize a piece like How to Bake a Cake as a 
map. Many of my colleagues would argue that a map has to be visual. After all, when we 
think of maps, we think visually. We picture a globe, or one of those atrocities you pull 
down over a blackboard. But even those maps feature text correlated to images: how else 
could we tell Slovenia from Slovakia? To this end a map is, at the very least, a correlation 
between text and image. But what if the text alone could conjure the image? Say, when 
we give directions and tell someone to turn left at the blue house, or the diner, or the 
Sheraton with the broken “h” where you had your first date, or maybe it was your first 
fight — might that be a map? Or when the subway announcer proclaims “Times Square” 
and you look out on the familiar platform and picture your path up the steps and around 
the corner to a small jazz club that smells like tobacco that might actually be pot where 
your boyfriend plays, might that be a kind of map?
 
Or when we had our last fight in the back of a French bistro that added garnish with 
tweezers and I exclaimed that the joy of an In-N-Out was its simplicity, that in each 
location even the location of the bathroom remained unchanged — wasn’t that a kind of 
map? Or when Lauren told me I could never be open-minded enough to love her. Maybe 
that was a kind of map too. 

After much reflection, I’ve broadened my conceptions and adopted a freer flowing 
definition. A map is simply a representation. The only thing that is not a map is the world.  

13

How to Bake a Cake by Helene Klein

Vanilla Cake

This moist vanilla cake is a simple crowd pleaser. It pairs well 
with a variety of frostings and fillings.
 
1 cup butter
2 cups white sugar
4 eggs
2 ½ cups self rising flour
1 cup milk
1 tbsp vanilla extract
3 8-inch cake tins
 
1. Remove pans from oven. Set aside 2 cake pans. Place rest of pans 
on top of stove. Preheat oven to 350 degrees F (175 degrees C).

2. Retrieve butter dish from fridge. Discover bits of jam adhered to 
butter have begun to mold. Open fresh stick of butter. Grab 4 eggs 
and quart of milk. Butter pans.

3. Microwave butter in a bowl for 10 seconds.

4. Find butter is still too hard. Microwave it for another 10 seconds.

5. Find butter is still too hard. Microwave it for another 10 seconds.

6. Find butter has completely melted. Retrieve more butter. Repeat 
steps 3-5.

7. Open top drawer. Remove orange peeler, turkey thermometer and 
wooden spoon and place them on counter before finding beaters. 
Retrieve hand mixer base from above the sink.

8. Use step stool to access cabinets above the fridge. Retrieve sugar. 
Look for self-rising flour husband was supposed to acquire the 
previous Wednesday.

9.  Google substitutes for self-rising flour.

10. Return to cupboard above fridge to move french roast coffee 
beans, cornmeal, cornstarch and gluten-free cake box mix to top of 
fridge to confirm there is no self-rising flour.

11. Mix flour, baking powder, sugar, milk, eggs and baking powder 
into butter.

12. Taste batter.

13. Curse profusely.
     
14. Pour batter down drain. Cram gluten-free cake box mix, 
cornstarch, cornmeal, sugar, flour, baking powder, salt, and 
whole-wheat flour into cabinet above fridge. Toss wooden spoon, 
turkey thermometer and orange peeler, back in drawer. Place butter 
dish and milk back in fridge. Leave cake pans, bowl and beaters in  
sink. Place frying pans back in oven.

15. Take french roast coffee beans and prepare a cup.

16. Purchase birthday donuts on the walk to school.
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