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• What is the ‘spatial turn’? 

• What are the ‘spatial humanities’?

• What is GIS?
• Are they synonymous?

• How can humanists square the circle of using 
systems based on Cartesian coordinates 
subjectively?

• Examples of spatial technologies in ‘traditional’ 
historical work

THE SPATIAL TURN & 

THE SPATIAL HUMANITIES?



 Turns:

 1960s: Quantitative

 1980s: Linguistic & Cultural

 2000s: Emotive; Memory; Spatial?

 Space can be a causal factor

 History within units of space?

 Spaces themselves have agency?

THE SPATIAL TURN



 Jo Gaudi:

 For the broader questions of landscape--

worldview, palimpsest, the commons and 

community, panopticism and territoriality--are 

older than GIS, their stories rooted in the 

foundations of the modern disciplines

 Modern history started with a landscape. Jules 

Michelet, Thomas Babington Macaulay, and 

Ranke forged experiments in applying the critical 

history of princes to the space of a nation.

THE SPATIAL TURN?

http://spatial.scholarslab.org/spatial-turn/the-spatial-turn-in-history/index.html

http://spatial.scholarslab.org/spatial-turn/the-spatial-turn-in-history/index.html


 Space as metaphor – gendered space etc

 Lefebvre \ Soja \ Knott (etc.):

 Spaces = physical

 Places = experienced 

 Spaces no longer purely passive

 Dynamic, relational, agentive 

 But how to observe\measure without 

implication of determinism? 

SPACE & PLACE



 Applied spatial turn?

 Beyond space as 
metaphor

 Boundaries, networks, 
interactions (not just 
places)

 ‘GIS lies at the heart of 
this so called spatial 
turn’

SPATIAL HUMANITIES



 Railways and Agriculture in France and Great 
Britain, 1850 to 1914 / Robert M. Schwartz 
and Thomas Thevenin

 The Development, Persistence and Change of 
Racial Segregation in United States Urban 
Areas: 1880 to 2010 / Andrew A. Beveridge

 Troubled Geographies: An Historical GIS of 
Religion, Society and Conflict in Ireland since 
the Great Famine / Niall Cunningham

 Applying Historical GIS beyond the Academy: 
Four Use Cases for the Great Britain HGIS / 
Humphrey R. Southall

 The Politics of Territory in Song Dynasty 
China (960-1276 CE) / Elijah Meeks and Ruth 
Mostern

 Mapping the City in Film / Julia Hallam and 
Les Roberts

SPATIAL HUMANITIES





Thematic Mapping



 Geographic 

Information 

Systems 

OR

 Geographic 

Information 

Science ?

WHAT IS GIS?
https://youtu.be/LHDCRjAxpI0

https://youtu.be/XrU8GX7manc

https://youtu.be/LHDCRjAxpI0
https://youtu.be/XrU8GX7manc


 Cartesian 

coordinates

 Implied precision

 Structured data

 Implied precision

FUNDAMENTALS OF GIS



 Epistemology of geographic knowledge

 Positivist \ conditional?

 Implied precision

 Precision ≠ Accuracy

 Fuzzy data?

 Incomplete data

 Unknowable samples

 ‘Modifiable Area Unit Problem’

HUMANITIES GIS CHALLENGES 



 GIS tends to privilege discrete objects 
 Continuous ‘fields’ best represented by rasters

 Is a town an object?
 How useful is a centroid point?

 Does an administrative boundary accurately define?

 Reality a bit fuzzy?

 (Primitive) tabular database structure

 Demands defined ontology

 Humanists value variance, GIS demands 
standardisation 

OBJECTS, ‘FIELDS’, ONTOLOGIES



Theoretical:

 GIS Privileges quantitative data

 How to reconcile ’fuzzy’ qualitative data?

 How far to standardise irregular data?

Practical:

 Availability\suitability of gazetteers

 Availability\suitability of basemaps

HISTORICAL CHALLENGES



MY SPATIAL TURN





SPATIAL RECORDS?



DEEDS TO MAPS



DEEDS TO MAPS



MAPPING JURISDICTIONS



ARCHDEACONRY LEVEL PROBATE 

JURISDICTIONS



CONSISTORY LEVEL PROBATE 

JURISDICTIONS



WILL INDEX COVERAGE



SAMPLE COUNTIES (STABLE)



What can you do with GIS?



SPACE SYNTAX







 ‘Experiential Mapping’?

 Can images, audio, and video add back 

in the subjectivity that GIS removes?
 http://uniofessex.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?a

ppid=29c457b331004357897b6b0718686414

 http://uniofessex.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?a

ppid=7e09da7dbb1f45ac8e4142bc20b6b73c

MULTIMEDIA MAPPING

http://uniofessex.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=29c457b331004357897b6b0718686414
http://uniofessex.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=7e09da7dbb1f45ac8e4142bc20b6b73c


SOCIAL NETWORK ’MAPS’?



COMBINING WITH NLP: CHARTEX



 Think broadly about how data might be 

spatial

 Who, What, Where, When?

 Precision?

 ‘Vernacular GIS’

 Suited to GIS?

 Topographical or topological?

SPATIAL HISTORICAL DATA?



 Understand historical descriptions of 

space

 Rendering spatial descriptions 

 Looking for spatial patterns

 Consider space and place as actors

 Mixed methods research strategy!

SPATIAL RESEARCH STAGES 



jcolson@essex.ac.uk

QGIS Tutorials (for historians):

 http://programminghistorian.org

QGIS and ArcGIS Training Sessions for 

historians:

 http://www.history.ac.uk/research-training

mailto:jcolson@essex.ac.uk
http://programminghistorian.org/
http://www.history.ac.uk/research-training

