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Look at the world map on the classroom wall. Greenland appears as large as Africa. In fact
Africa is about fourteen times the size of it. The map is not faulty, and the map maker did not

blunder.

Try it with the peel of an orange: press it down and it splits along the edges. Something must

always give way.

Every flat map therefore surrenders something. The Mercator projection, published in 1569,
surrenders area. It stretches the land near the poles, so that Greenland swells to the size of a
continent. In return it preserves every direction. A sailor could rule a single straight line
across it and hold that bearing with a compass for an entire ocean crossing. For a ship, a

reliable heading was worth far more than a true size.

Other projections make the bargain the other way. They keep area honest, and the familiar

shapes come out bent and unfamiliar.

So the question is not which map tells the truth. No flat map tells all of it. The question is

what this map chose to protect, and what it agreed to lose.

The Earth is a globe; paper is flat. A sphere cannot be flattened without stretching or tearing.
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7 Greenland really is about as large as Africa, so the wall map shows the world correctly.

4 Map makers of the past were careless, and better measuring would remove the distortion.
7 Since no flat map is fully true, ask what a map kept and what it gave up.

I The Mercator projection keeps directions right, so it is still the best map we have.
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7 Careful peeling can flatten a curved surface without changing it at all.
1 Globes are more honest than paper, so schools should use only globes.

7 Early map makers cut paper from fruit peel to shape their first charts.
I A curved surface cannot be flattened without stretching or tearing.
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7 It was drawn for sailors, yet a straight line on it gave no usable heading.
4 It gave up true area for true direction, which mattered more at sea.

7 It showed both area and direction correctly, which is why sailors adopted it.

I The northern lands grew large because the surveying of that age was poor.
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7 Equal-area maps are better than the rest, so classrooms should replace their wall maps.
4 Every map is wrong in the same way, so the one you are used to is as good as any.

7 Ask what a map protected and what it gave up, instead of asking whether it is true.

T

Because no map can be frusted, we should say nothing about the shape of the world.
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