
ENVIRONMAPS
MAPS THAT TELL STORIES: 

New Orleans, Water and
the Earth's Enviornment

Figure 1. Map from book by Rebecca Solnit and Rebecca Snedeker. (2013) Unfathomable City: A New 
Orleans Atlas. Oakland, California: University of California Press.



“Environmap” : a fun wordplay that 
hints at what you may find in this kit. 
Although most maps tell us a story 
about the environment, these maps 
have a very special story to tell, and a 
beautiful way to tell it.  This kit 
features maps of New Orleans, the 
Great Lakes, and the 100 Largest 
Islands in the World, but what do all 
these have in common? More than you 
might think. 

The most obvious element is water. 
New Orleans is a city surrounded by 
water, exists because of water, and is 
threatened to sink into  water (as 
Figure 4 “Waterland” tries to show 
you). The Great Lakes are obviously 
made up of water, but there is 
something very special about how this 
is portrayed in Figure 3. Finally, islands 
are defined by the water that 
surrounds them, and putting them all 
together tells you about this story 
while revealing other stories that many 
have been hidden. 

The maps featured critically examine 
conventional representations of water. 
Sometimes, water is portrayed in ways 

1　Rebecca Solnit and Rebecca Snedeker. Unfathomable City: A New Orleans Atlas. (Univ of California Press, 2013), 50. 
2　Mapping Chicago, A Living Atlas. The Settler Colonial City Project. 2019 Chicago Architecture Biennial.

that does not reflect its actual state. 
The authors of the Unfathomable City 
write, when referencing the map on in 
Figure 5, “Almost every ordinary map 
you see misleads you into thinking that 
the Gulf of Mexico is as blank a sheet of 
water as the middle of the Pacific, when 
in fact it is criss-crossed by innumerable 
pipelines, drilling platforms and other 
pieces of petroleum infrastructure - a 
whole capillary and pustule system of 
oil in what is supposed to be water.”1 
Figure 5 lets us see one of the 
anthropogenic many landscape 
transformation that is not present in 
most maps. 

Water is often portrayed as being 
rigidly different from land, with straight 
non-porous lines separating both. The 
authors of Mapping Chicago cite this 
practice to the development of 
colonialism, imperialism, and capitalism, 
“while land became private property 
that could be bought and sold by 
individuals, water became the collective 
property of nation-states or empires” 
and recognize the alternative: 

“indigenous world views recognize 
land and water as one continuous 
landscape categorically related to both 
each other and to the human and non-
human beings who support and are 
supported by it.” The map “Great Lakes 
Watershed” defies colonial cartography 
by integrating an indigenous 
conception of land and water2.

Not only does this kit critically analyse 
the representation of water, but also 
the possibilities of mapping more 
generally. Three of the maps featured 
are from a book titled Unfathomable 
City: A New Orleans Atlas. 
Unfathomable City really tries to 
establish ways to rethink space, 
history, time, the city and mapping is  
tied closely to racial/environmental 
justice, in New Orleans but also more 
generally.  The book is part of a three 
book series, which takes a city a 
critically examines it through mapping 
and short essays that go with each 
map. Unfathomable City defies 
conventional mapping, telling many 
often untold stories about, drawing 
connections, and expands the reader’s 
spatial imaginary. 

G R E AT  J O U R N E Y S  O F T E N  B E G I N  W I T H  A 
M A P,  H E R E  W E  C A L L  O U R S  E N V I R O N M A P



Figure 2  Eric Fischer “Race and Ethnicity 2010: New Orleans”. Flickr, March 26, 2011. Red is “White”, Blue is “Black”, Green is “Asian”, 
Orange is “Hispanic”, Yellow is “Other” is Other, and each dot is 25 residents. Data from Census 2010. Figure 3.  "Great Lakes Hydroshed," 

in Settler Colonial City Project, Mapping Chicagou/Chicago: A Living Atlas (Chicago: Settler Colonial City Project, 2019)



 “Snakes and Ladders: What 
Rose Up, What Fell Down 
During Hurricane Katrina” in 
Figure 1 as many of the maps 
from Unfathomable City, is 
filled with layers of meaning.  
The world-famous (but also 
ancient South Asian) board 
game serves as a metaphor for 
its  creators. It combines the 
story of flooding during 
Hurricane Katrina with specific 
instances where people either 
“rose up” for others (such as [1] 
“Cajun Navy” launches 
hundreds of rescue boats; U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife brings 60 
boats, rescues 21,000 people”) 
or “fell down” and hurt people  
(such as [3] “Prisoners 
abandoned in flooded Orleans 
Parish Prison”). It mentions the 
way people were able to help 
each other but also the ways 
that local authorities really hurt 
already devastated 
communities in the recovery (or 
lack thereof). The map tells a 
complex story of an 
institutional and environmental 
disaster that often gets 
forgotten or simplified, that 
poses questions about time, 
what we remember, how we 
portray disasters that more 
often than not leave an imprint 
on our geographies.

3　Rebecca Solnit  and Rebecca Snedeker. Unfathomable City: A New Orleans Atlas, 154.

The map “Waterland” in figure 4 
is described as a map of “the 
levees protection and drainage 
systems in the great city 
sandwiched between an estuary, 
a river, and swamps, the place 
whose livelihoods comes from 
shipping traffic and whose death 
may come by water too, 
although it has risen from death 
more than once before.” 3 
Floodgates, diversions, pumping 
stations, levees, drainage canals 
are mapped along with swamps, 
marshes water and emergency 
spillway areas, showing us just 
how connected, controlled, 
dominating, and powerful water 
is in New Orleans. New Orleans 
is not an exception of being a 
city with a complex relationship 
to the water surrounding it, and 
the “Waterworld” portrays New 
Orleans’ story while making us 
think about cities around the 
world, about the current state 
and possibilities of city-water 
relationship.

“Oil and Water: Extracting 
Petroleum, Exterminating 
Nature” (Figure 5 and 9) is a map 
that visualizes the burden 
imposed on coastal Louisiana by 
the continuation of the United 
States’ extractive economy. It 
raises

questions about how we portray 
the environment in conventional 
maps, about the costs of oil 
extraction, about the unequal 
burden of environmental 
damage. Each of the small grey 
dots in this map represents one of 
the thousands of oil platforms 
like the one seen in Figure 7 that 
actively drill for oil and gas in the 
Gulf of Mexico. The petroleum 
infrastructure  not only 
accelerates the erosion of 
Louisiana’s coastline but also is a 
constant threat to the flora and 
fauna (portrayed by the birds that 
populate the map) by spills (seen 
in Figure 8), most notably the 
2010 British Petroleum spill, the 
second largest oil spill in history. 

“INDIGENOUS WORLD VIEWS RECOGNZIE LAND AND WATER AS ONE 
CONTINUOUS LANDSCAPE CATEGORICALLY RELATED TO BOTH EACH 
OTHER AND TO THE HUMAN AND NON-HUMAN BEINGS WHO SUPPORT 
AND ARE SUPPORTED BY IT.”



Figure 4. Map from book by Rebecca Solnit and Rebecca Snedeker. (2013) Unfathomable City: A New 
Orleans Atlas. Oakland, California: University of California Press.



Figure 5. Map from book by Rebecca Solnit and Rebecca Snedeker. (2013) Unfathomable City: A New 
Orleans Atlas. Oakland, California: University of California Press.



A C T I V I T I E S

There is a lot of information that conventional maps 
are designed to show and hide from you. If you 
look at Figure 5. “Oil and Water,” there are a lot of 
elements present (both information and decorative) 
that you would not see in Google Maps. You can 
also compare Figure 6 to Figure 9. Try to do 
something similar: draw a map of your 
neighbourhood or city without using any 
conventional mapping items that you find in Google 
Maps, such as roads, parks, buildings and rivers.

Go through each of the islands in Figure 10 and 
find them on a world map or an electronic map. 
This can be a competition. Now think, how does 
grouping the islands change the way you saw them?  
Are there any islands you thought were actually 
bigger compared to others? Why do you think you 
thought that?

While most maps divide land and water with 
straight lines, some of the maps here try to defy 
this and tell a more complex story about the 
relationship between land and water. Look at Figure 
3 and Figure 4, which do this. Now it is your turn, 
draw a map of either your neighbourhood or your 
favourite city, but try to draw land and water not 
divided, but continuous.

Draw a picture of a city in a dystopian future, where 
it has been all covered by a layer of water. Now 
look at your drawing and think, what are some of 
the ways it actually shows the present?

[01]

[02]

[03]

[04]



Figure 8. John Kepsimelis “Controlled burn of oil on May 
19th “ 2010. Wikipedia.org

Figure 6. “Location map of Louisiana, USA.” User: 
Alexrk2. Wikipedia.org. Specifies area enlarged 
below.

Figure 9. Map from book by Rebecca Solnit and Rebecca 
Snedeker. (2013) Unfathomable City: A New Orleans 
Atlas. Oakland, California: University of California Press.

Figure 7. NOAA Photo library “Oil platform in the Gulf of 
Mexico” Flickr, May 19, 2004. 



1.The “Great Lakes Watershed” 
in Figure 3 asks us to critically 
think about the legacy of 
colonial cartography in the 
visual representations of land 
and water. What are some of the 
ways that “Great Lakes 
Watershed” defies conventional 
mapping? What may be other 
elements in conventional 
mapping that perpetuate 
colonial/imperialist views that 
we need to critically examine?

2.The book Unfathomable City 
features many maps of New 
Orleans, each telling a different 
story about the city. Thinking 
about the maps featured in this 
kit from the book, what do you 
think are the possibilities and 
limits of mapping as a vehicle to 
deeply understand place?

3.Think about the figures 5-9 
and the scale and geography of 
Louisiana’s extractive economy. 
What are perhaps other 
examples of whole landscapes / 
regions deeply transformed (and 
even destroyed) by humans? 
How much are these represented 
in conventional maps? How may 
the geographical representation 
of environmental harm shape 
the way we think about it?

4　(Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2013)

4. The maps in Unfathomable 
City portray a complicated 
relationship between New 
Orleans and water. The authors 
ask a question relating it to 
New Orleans but you can 
answer more generally: “How 
can we consider water as an 
asset, not a danger, and be 
more at peace with its 
abundance?”1

5. Think about the map in 
Figure 2 “Race and Ethnicity in 
New Orleans: 2010”. Do you 
think visualizing segregation 
may help decrease it? How is 
history related to the 
production of segregation?

6. World map projections often 
sacrifice some information
in order to highlight other 
information. Think about the 
Figure 10 map “Hundred 
Largest Islands in the World.” 
What is this map able to show 
that most conventional maps 
do not? What story do you 
think it is trying to say?

F R A M I N G  Q U E S T I O N S



The map “Race and Ethnicity 
2010: New Orleans” in Figure 2 
stems out of project to map 
demographics in US cities using 
census data. The one from New 
Orleans was chosen to be part of 
the this kit because it is a 
beautiful map that perhaps 
serves to contextualize some of 
the other maps in the present, 
while engaging with the way 
maps can be very useful to 
visualize spatial data. The data in 
the map is not just any data, it is 
the product of public policy 
(including a long history of 
segregating cities), emergencies 
like Hurricane Katrina that 
displaced whole neighbourhoods 
that once were vibrant, 
gentrification, among many other 
factors.

Finally, “Hundred Largest Islands 
of the World” in Figure 10 is a 
fun and beautiful map that brings 
islands from all over the world 
into a single frame. In doing so, 
not only does it allow us to 
compare them to each other (in 
ways that most maps prevent us 
from doing), but also think about 
what they have in common. 

Water defines each of these 
islands. Water perhaps poses a 
risk to each of these islands, but 

5　(Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2013)

regardless, it comes to define the 
geography and give them shape. 
Thinking about this complicated 
relationship perhaps can drive us 
to think about our own place 
within it. I hope this kit gives you 
the opportunity to think about 
cities, maps, water but also about 
the future of our world. 

Look at the quote written above 
this text, about the ways that 
physical maps become a part of 
who we are as we use them.1 

Become Environmap, Environmap 
on!

“THE [PAPER] MAP BECOMES OBSOLETE AS YOU BECOME ORIENTED. THE MAP IS 
NO LONGER ON PAPER IN FRONT OF YOU BUT INSIDE YOU; MANY MAPS ARE, AS 
YOU CONTAIN KNOWLEDGE OF MANY KINDS OF HISTORY AND COMMUNITY IN ONE 
PLACE. YOU BECOME A MAP, AN ATLAS, A GUIDE, A PERSON WHO HAS ABSORBED 
MAPS, OR WHO  NEEDS NO MAP INTERMEDIARIES BECAUSE YOU KNOW THE PLACE”
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Figure 10. David Garcia, “Hundred Largest Islands of the World”




